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Dedication

For my mother, Tasneem Hasan, who taught me to care about others.




Preface

The war that the United States and Israel launched against Iran on 28 February 2026 is still, at the time of writing, not fully over. A fragile ceasefire reached in April has been strained repeatedly, and fighting has flared again through the summer. Writing about a conflict while it is still moving carries obvious risks. I have taken that risk because the questions this war raises should not wait for the archives to open: how wars are prepared in plain sight, how warnings are set aside, and how the costs land on people who had no say in the decisions.

The argument of this book is stated plainly in the introduction. This was a manufactured war, produced by political choices rather than by fate. Readers will judge whether the evidence supports that claim. I have relied throughout on published sources—government documents, parliamentary briefings, think-tank research, and reporting from established outlets—cited in the text and listed in the references. Where the record is still thin or contested, I have tried to say so.

Events described here were current as of July 2026. Some details will inevitably be overtaken. The pattern the book describes, I suspect, will not.

Zahir Hasan

Tokyo, July 2026




Introduction: War as a Choice, Not a Fate

On 28 February 2026, the United States and Israel launched a joint air campaign against Iran and allied forces. Within hours, images of missiles and drones hitting Iranian military and nuclear-related sites were on screens around the world, and what quickly became known as the 2026 Iran war had begun (House of Commons Library, 2026; Uehara, 2026a). The first strikes killed Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei and several of his most senior commanders (Arab Center Washington DC, 2026). Iran responded in kind. Its strikes hit Gulf states and Israel, and clashes spread into Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon (Arab Center Washington DC, 2026; ACLED, 2026). Analysts warned almost immediately that this was not a limited incident but the opening of a regional firestorm whose economic and political aftershocks would be felt far beyond the Middle East (Eurasia Review, 2026a; Thomson Reuters Institute, 2026a).

In Washington and Jerusalem, officials told a different story. US President Donald Trump announced “Operation Epic Fury,” presenting it as a defensive move to stop imminent Iranian plots against US forces, allies, and global shipping (Arab Center Washington DC, 2026). Israeli leaders described the strikes as an overdue confrontation with a regime that had repeatedly called for Israel’s destruction and used proxies across the region to attack its citizens (House of Commons Library, 2026). Both governments promised decisive results and insisted that the campaign would be sharp and contained, not the start of another open-ended war.

This book takes a harder line. It argues that the 2025–2026 US–Israel war on Iran was not an unfortunate collision between sworn enemies but a manufactured war. It was shaped by years of political engineering, domestic calculations, and a deliberate willingness to discount consequences that had been widely and repeatedly flagged in advance (Arab Center Washington DC, 2026; Kamrava, 2026; Rupok, 2026). I trace how Benjamin Netanyahu and Donald Trump converged on war for reasons that owed as much to their own survival and ambitions as to any objective measure of threat.

The book is organised around that convergence. The first part follows Netanyahu’s long road to open confrontation: three decades of warning that Iran was always just a few years from the bomb; a sustained campaign against the 2015 nuclear agreement; the use of the 2025 strikes on Iran to repair his standing after the devastation in Gaza; and the way his corruption trial and mass protests formed the domestic backdrop to a larger war (Kamrava, 2026; Arab Center Washington DC, 2026). The second part turns to Trump’s second term, showing how a president under pressure reached for Iran as a diversionary war he thought he could sell as short and controlled, only to become caught in mission creep and divergent endgames with Israel (Arab Center Washington DC, 2026; ACLED, 2026; Rupok, 2026).

The third part looks at how the war reshaped the region itself. It follows the weaponisation of the Strait of Hormuz, the renewed offensive against Hezbollah in Lebanon, and the recycling of tactics first used in Palestinian territories—air campaigns, siege, and deliberate reshaping of territory—to push threats away from Israel’s borders while inflicting massive harm on civilians (Arab Center Washington DC, 2026; Uehara, 2026a; ACLED, 2026). The final part looks outward, to Europe, Russia, and China. It asks why no effective counterweight emerged, and shows—drawing on work by the International Institute for Iranian Studies, Eurasia Review and others—how these actors chose to manage or exploit the war’s economic shocks rather than impose meaningful costs on escalation (Rasanah, 2026; Eurasia Review, 2026a).

This is not a neutral book. It does not distribute responsibility evenly, and it does not pretend that every criticism must be balanced by an apology. Iran’s repression at home and its support for armed groups abroad are real and documented, but they are not the main focus here. Instead, I concentrate on the moral and strategic failure of two allied states that knew, from their own history and from expert warnings, that wars in this region tend to spread and to devastate civilians—and chose war anyway (Kamrava, 2026; Just Security, 2026).

For policy students, the chapters that follow offer a case study in how domestic politics, alliance dynamics, and war rhetoric can construct conflict long before the first bombs fall. For investors and business leaders, they offer a reminder that when power treats foreseeable consequences as someone else’s problem, risks that once looked like unlikely tail events—energy shocks, shipping disruptions, regional breakdowns—quietly become part of the baseline.




Chapter 1 – Prologue: “Epic Fury”

In a small apartment block on the western edge of Tehran, the first sign that something was wrong was not the sound of jets but the way the windows shook. It was just after five in the morning on 28 February 2026, a time when the city is usually quiet except for the distant hum of traffic. A few seconds later, the sky lit up with a dull orange glow, followed by the crack of an explosion from somewhere beyond the rooftops. Within minutes, social-media feeds filled with shaky videos of fire on the horizon and the faint outlines of missiles arcing across the sky. In other parts of the city, people woke to the wail of air-raid sirens for the first time since they were children, or for the first time ever.

While Iranians were still trying to understand what was happening, televisions in Washington and Tel Aviv were already carrying breaking-news banners: the United States and Israel had launched a joint operation against Iran. The name Washington chose for the campaign—Epic Fury, run alongside Israel’s own Operation Roaring Lion—made clear how its architects wanted it to be remembered.

On the morning of 28 February 2026, as dawn broke over Tehran, explosions ripped through Iranian air defence sites and military installations. Within hours, US and Israeli officials confirmed that they had launched a joint operation, codenamed Epic Fury, targeting Iran’s nuclear-related facilities, command structures, and missile forces (Kamrava, 2026; House of Commons Library, 2026). The assault came after weeks of mobilisation and signalling: additional US assets had moved into the region, Israeli jets were reported flying long-range exercises, and both governments had warned that Iran’s activities had crossed red lines (Uehara, 2026a; ACLED, 2026). The opening wave also reached the very top of the Iranian state. Among the first confirmed dead was Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei, killed alongside several senior commanders in a strike on an early-morning leadership meeting—a decapitation that, in Iranian eyes, turned the campaign into an attack on the state itself and shaped the retaliation that followed (Arab Center Washington DC, 2026; Unit for Political Studies, 2026).

In Washington, President Donald Trump addressed Americans from the Oval Office that evening. Reading from a teleprompter, he said that the United States, acting in coordination with Israel, had taken decisive action to defend the American people by eliminating imminent threats from an Iranian regime he painted in the darkest terms (Arab Center Washington DC, 2026). He asserted that intelligence showed Iran preparing attacks on US forces, partners, and commercial shipping, and that waiting longer would have been too dangerous. The operation, he insisted, was designed to be short and decisive, avoiding the open-ended ground wars that Americans had come to resent (Arab Center Washington DC, 2026; Rupok, 2026).

In Tel Aviv, Benjamin Netanyahu appeared before his own cameras. Framing the strikes as the culmination of decades of warnings, he declared that Israel had been left no choice but to act against a regime that, in his telling, had promised to wipe Israel from the map (Kamrava, 2026). Echoing his language from earlier speeches about Iran, he presented Epic Fury as a historic turning point: the moment when Israel, backed by the United States, finally moved from what he saw as dangerous restraint to decisive pre-emption (Kamrava, 2026; House of Commons Library, 2026).


1.1 The first forty-eight hours

In the first two days, footage carried by global television networks seemed to support the image of control. Viewers saw night-vision clips of precision strikes, satellite images of craters where air defence radars once stood, and graphics showing degraded Iranian capabilities (Uehara, 2026a). US briefings stressed that the opening wave had destroyed a significant share of Iran’s fixed radar sites, damaged several suspected nuclear-related facilities, and hit command nodes tied to missile and drone units (Rupok, 2026).

Even in those early hours, however, alternative narratives began to surface. The Arab Center Washington DC noted that public support in the United States for attacking Iran had been fragile at best. Polling in early February found only about one in five Americans in favour of attacking Iran (University of Maryland Critical Issues Poll, 2026), and once the strikes began, opponents clearly outnumbered supporters (Angus Reid Institute, 2026; Arab Center Washington DC, 2026). Analysts at ACLED warned that the conflict was already escalating across multiple theatres, with Iranian responses against Gulf states and Iraq signalling that this would not remain a contained air campaign (ACLED, 2026).

On the Iranian side, officials framed their response as self-defence. State media showed images of damaged buildings and wounded civilians near some of the targeted sites



1.2 A war sold as limited






1.3 Intelligence, red lines, and the shadow of Iraq







1.4 The wider map: Hormuz, Gaza, Lebanon






1.5 How different audiences saw the same event








1.6 Why this prologue matters
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