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​INTRODUCTION​ The End of the Old Order

[image: ]


I.

When I began writing about the Middle East systematically in the early years of this decade, the dominant frame in international relations scholarship was still one of managed decline — the slow erosion of American hegemony over a region that Washington had spent seventy years trying to stabilize, never quite succeeding, but never quite failing either. The old order that the United States had constructed after the Second World War and consolidated after the Cold War was fraying, analysts said, but it retained its essential architecture: American security guarantees for the Gulf monarchies, Israeli strategic dominance backed by nuclear ambiguity, the Palestinian question frozen in a permanent diplomatic holding pattern, and Iran contained — irritating, threatening, but never quite existentially dangerous. The region was dysfunctional, but it was a known, mappable dysfunction. Its fault lines had names. Its crises followed recognizable scripts.

That world is gone. The period between October 2023 and February 2026 delivered a cascade of events so concentrated and so consequential that the cumulative effect was not merely disruption but structural collapse. The Hamas-led assault on Israel on October 7, 2023, the subsequent Gaza war, the October 2024 Israeli invasion of Lebanon, the fall of Bashar al-Assad's Syria in December 2024, the Twelve-Day War between Israel and Iran in June 2025, and then the seismic event that announced a genuinely new era — Operation Epic Fury on February 28, 2026, the coordinated U.S.-Israeli strike campaign that killed Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei — these events did not merely shake the Middle Eastern order. They ended it. In the space of less than thirty months, virtually every foundational assumption of regional security analysis had been falsified by events.

I write this book from the vantage point of June 2026, four months after Operation Epic Fury, in a moment of extraordinary volatility that has not yet resolved into any recognizable shape. The Strait of Hormuz, through which approximately twenty percent of the world's traded oil and liquefied natural gas normally passes, has been intermittently closed since early March 2026 — an act without modern precedent in the history of the global energy economy. Lebanon is in its second major war since 2006, with Israeli ground forces pushing into the south and more than one million people displaced. Iran is negotiating under duress, its supreme leader dead, its nuclear infrastructure damaged but not destroyed, its new leadership fractured and internationally isolated. Gaza is a catastrophe that has no precedent in the recent memory of the region. And the great powers — the United States, China, and Russia — are maneuvering in a strategic environment that none of their doctrines were designed to handle.

This is the Middle East I have been analyzing in my writing at kba13.com over the past several years, and this book is my attempt to bring that analysis together in a coherent argument about what the fault lines of the contemporary Middle East actually are, where they run, and what kind of order — if any — will emerge from the current upheaval. I do not pretend to offer predictions; the situation is too fluid and the variables too numerous for confident forecasting. What I can offer is a rigorous framework for understanding how the region arrived at this extraordinary juncture, what the major structural forces reshaping it are, and what kinds of outcomes are plausible given the logic of those forces.

II.

The title of this book, The Middle East Fault Lines, is drawn from geology deliberately. A fault line is not merely a crack; it is a structural feature of the earth's crust, a zone of accumulated stress along which energy is stored and released, sometimes gradually, sometimes catastrophically. Fault lines in geology are interesting precisely because they are not random — they follow the logic of tectonic forces, of accumulated pressure, of geological history. The same is true of the fault lines I analyze in this book. They are not accidents; they are the products of decades of accumulated tension between incompatible claims, interests, identities, and visions of regional order.

The deepest of these fault lines is the one between Iran and the United States-Israel axis — a confrontation that stretches back to the 1979 Islamic Revolution and has been building toward its current catastrophic expression for over four decades. That fault line is the subject of the book's first four chapters, which trace the arc from the JCPOA diplomacy of the Obama era through Trump's "maximum pressure" policy, the Twelve-Day War of June 2025, and the shattering event of Operation Epic Fury. The nuclear question — whether Iran will be permitted to reconstitute the capability it has been pursuing since at least the 1980s — remains unresolved, and the manner of its eventual resolution will shape the region's security architecture for the next generation.

A second fault line runs through the Palestinian question, which remains the most potent source of political mobilization in the Arab and Muslim world despite, or perhaps because of, the international community's sustained failure to resolve it. Chapter five examines the Gaza conflict in its full catastrophic dimensions — not merely as a military campaign against Hamas but as a humanitarian crisis, a governance vacuum, and a political challenge that has defied every diplomatic framework applied to it. The ceasefire established through Resolution 2803 in October 2025 was a real if fragile achievement; its subsequent violations, and the structural obstacles to any genuine political transition in Gaza, reveal the depth of a fault line that no military solution will close.

A third fault line runs through Lebanon, where the state has once again been unable to prevent a non-state armed actor from drawing it into a regional war it did not choose. Chapter six analyzes Hezbollah's strategic position, the Lebanese Army's failed disarmament project, and the dynamics of a war that has produced one million internally displaced people and destroyed whatever tentative gains the November 2024 ceasefire had created. Lebanon's predicament is instructive: it represents in concentrated form the broader challenge of building effective state authority in a society where armed non-state actors have deeper roots, more resources, and more legitimacy than the formal state institutions.

Chapter seven turns to Syria, which represents perhaps the most uncertain of all the region's transitions. The fall of Assad's government in December 2024 created an opportunity for genuine political reconstruction that has been only partially seized. The Hayat Tahrir al-Sham-led transitional government faces internal divisions, a reconstituting Islamic State, ongoing Turkish and Israeli military operations on its territory, and a humanitarian situation of extraordinary severity. Syria's path from authoritarian collapse to functional statehood is measured in decades rather than years, and the early years of that journey are not encouraging.

The book's third part turns to the Gulf — to Saudi Arabia's bid for strategic autonomy, the Saudi-UAE fracture that has opened over Yemen, the collapse of the Houthi ceasefire and the renewed Red Sea security crisis, and the question of Saudi-Israeli normalization that remains the most significant unclaimed diplomatic prize in the region. Chapters eight through ten examine the Arabian Peninsula as a zone of its own profound restructuring, one in which the Gulf monarchies are no longer merely passive beneficiaries of American security guarantees but active strategic actors with their own agendas, their own anxieties, and their own visions of regional order.

The final part examines the global dimensions of the Middle Eastern crisis. Chapter eleven analyzes the United States under Trump — its shift from institutional hegemony to what analysts call "Strategic Agility," its role as co-instigator of the current war with Iran, and its diminishing credibility as a crisis manager even as it remains the region's most powerful external actor. Chapter twelve examines China and Russia, whose growing footprints in the Middle East represent not a unified alternative order but a set of overlapping, competitive, and sometimes contradictory interests that are shaping the space within which regional actors maneuver.

III.

Three analytical commitments guide this book. The first is a commitment to historical depth. The Middle East's current crises cannot be understood without understanding the structural conditions that produced them — the colonial mapping of borders, the Cold War alignments, the oil economies, the failure of Arab nationalism, the Islamic Revolution, the Oslo process and its collapse. I have tried throughout to situate immediate events in their longer historical context, because the fault lines I analyze are old even when the earthquakes are new.

The second commitment is to strategic honesty. I have no particular stake in any of the region's competing narratives, and I have tried to analyze the behavior of all the relevant actors — the United States, Israel, Iran, Saudi Arabia, the Gulf states, the Palestinian factions, Lebanon, Syria, Turkey, China, and Russia — with the same rigorous skepticism. Strategic actors pursue interests, and understanding their behavior requires understanding those interests, not simply assigning moral grades. This does not mean that moral assessment is irrelevant — the humanitarian costs of the region's conflicts are staggering, and I address them directly — but moral assessment is more useful when grounded in strategic analysis than when it substitutes for it.

The third commitment is to intellectual honesty about uncertainty. The Middle East in 2026 is genuinely unpredictable in ways that defy confident forecasting. I have tried to outline plausible scenarios rather than single predictions, to identify the key variables whose resolution will determine outcomes, and to be clear about the boundaries of what is known. The temptation to project false confidence is strong in the analysis of high-stakes crises, but the honest analyst serves the reader better by mapping uncertainty accurately than by pretending it does not exist.

IV.

A note on sources. This book draws extensively on my own analytical writing at kba13.com, where I have been tracking the Middle East crisis in real time since October 2023. It also draws on the best available journalistic, academic, and policy analysis from a range of international sources. I have tried to cite these sources accurately and to distinguish clearly between established fact, contested interpretation, and my own analytical judgments. Where events are recent and documentation is incomplete, I have noted the uncertainty explicitly.

The book is organized as a series of thematic chapters rather than a chronological narrative. This choice reflects my conviction that the Middle East's fault lines are structural features that precede any particular sequence of events and will outlast the current crisis, however it resolves. Understanding the structure is more important, in the long run, than narrating the sequence.

I write this book as someone who has spent years thinking and writing about power, security, and the intersection of faith and politics in the Muslim world. The Middle East is not simply a geopolitical problem for me; it is a civilization — the civilization that produced the Quran, the Sunnah, the great traditions of Islamic philosophy, jurisprudence, and spiritual practice — that is undergoing a historic crisis. Understanding that crisis is not merely a matter of academic or strategic interest. It is a moral obligation for anyone who takes seriously the human consequences of the forces at work in the region. I have tried to write this book as an act of witness as much as analysis, attentive to both the strategic logic of power and the human cost of its exercise.

The Middle East's fault lines are not going to heal quickly. The forces that created them are too deeply rooted, and the parties with the greatest power to stabilize the region currently lack either the will or the competence to do so. But understanding those fault lines is the beginning of any serious attempt to think about what a more stable Middle East might look like, and how — slowly, painfully, imperfectly — it might be approached. That is what this book attempts.

V.

There is a particular challenge in writing about a region while standing inside a crisis it is generating. The historian's advantage — the retrospective vantage point from which cause and consequence are visible, from which the significance of events can be assessed against the arc of subsequent developments — is precisely what the analyst writing in real time lacks. I cannot tell you how the Iran crisis will be resolved, because it has not been resolved. I cannot tell you whether the Gaza governance transition will eventually succeed, because it has not yet been determined. I cannot tell you whether Saudi-Israeli normalization will happen, on what terms, and with what consequences, because those terms have not been negotiated and those consequences have not been produced.

What I can do — and what I have tried to do in this book — is provide the analytical scaffolding within which these unresolved questions can be understood. The fault lines I have mapped are real; they have historical depth, structural logic, and the kind of persistence that makes them reliable guides to the forces that will shape outcomes even when the specific outcomes themselves remain uncertain. Understanding the structural drivers of regional behavior — the interests, ideologies, institutional logics, and security calculations of the major actors — is the foundation of any serious analysis, and it retains its explanatory power even when the specific events it is called upon to explain are still in motion.

I also want to be honest about the limits of analysis in this context. The Middle East has confounded more analysts and more analytical frameworks than perhaps any other region in the world. The JCPOA's supporters were wrong about how durable it would prove under domestic political pressure; the JCPOA's opponents were wrong about what its replacement would look like. The analysts who predicted that the Abraham Accords would create durable regional stability were wrong; the analysts who predicted they would immediately collapse were also wrong. The intelligence agencies that missed the Hamas attack on October 7 were the same agencies that had some of the world's most sophisticated surveillance and analytical capabilities directed at exactly the organizations responsible for it. The lesson is not that analysis is useless; it is that the Middle East is genuinely complex, that the most carefully constructed analytical frameworks are regularly surprised by events, and that intellectual honesty requires acknowledging this while continuing to analyze as rigorously as possible.

VI.

A final word about the framing of this book as a work written from a Muslim perspective on a region that is the heartland of the Muslim world. My engagement with the Middle East is not merely strategic or academic; it is also spiritual, civilizational, and personal. I grew up in a tradition that regards Mecca and Medina as the most sacred sites on earth, that traces its intellectual heritage through the great scholars of Baghdad, Cairo, and Istanbul, that sees in the conflict between Jerusalem and Gaza not merely a geopolitical dispute but a test of Muslim solidarity, international justice, and the capacity of the ummah to mobilize its moral resources in the face of profound injustice.

This perspective does not make me a partisan advocate for any particular political outcome. The Muslim world's own internal divisions — between Sunni and Shia, between Arab and non-Arab, between the revolutionary ideology of the Islamic Republic and the pragmatic statecraft of the Gulf monarchies — are themselves a source of the region's instability, and intellectual honesty requires acknowledging them. The catastrophic miscalculation of October 7 — whatever one thinks of the justice of Palestinian resistance — was a strategic disaster that inflicted enormous suffering on Palestinian civilians and set back the Palestinian cause in ways that the most committed Palestinian advocates are only now beginning to reckon with. The Islamic Republic's revolutionary ideology, whatever its ideological grandeur, has delivered its own people decades of economic mismanagement, political repression, and international isolation while funding proxy wars in multiple countries.

What my Muslim perspective does give me is a deep conviction that the people of the Middle East — Arab and Persian and Kurd, Muslim and Christian and Jew — deserve better than the current catastrophe. That they deserve governance that serves their interests rather than those of revolutionary movements, oil monarchies, or external great powers. That the extraordinary civilizational heritage of the region — the heritage of the Quran, of Rumi and Ibn Arabi, of the House of Wisdom and Al-Azhar, of Averroes and Avicenna — is worth protecting and building upon, and that the current violence is a betrayal of that heritage rather than its fulfillment. It is from this conviction, as much as from analytical rigor, that this book is written.

VII.

A word about sources and methodology, because the evidentiary basis for the analysis in this book is different from what a conventional academic monograph would employ, and the reader deserves to understand this difference. This is not an academic book in the traditional sense: it does not proceed primarily from a systematic survey of the peer-reviewed literature, with claims carefully hedged by reference to the ongoing scholarly debate. It proceeds from a combination of sources — academic scholarship, policy analysis from think tanks and research institutions, primary-source documents, and sustained engagement with the region's intellectual and political discourse over many years — that I have tried to synthesize into an account that is analytically rigorous without being academically constrained.

The academic scholarship on the Middle East is extensive and valuable, and I have drawn on it throughout the book; the bibliography documents the specific works that have most directly shaped my thinking. But academic scholarship also has characteristic limitations in the context of a rapidly evolving crisis: the peer review process that ensures rigor also creates lags that make the literature systematically behind the events; the disciplinary frameworks that provide analytical tools also create disciplinary blinkers that can prevent analysis from engaging with dimensions of a problem that fall outside the established categories; and the institutional incentives that shape academic careers push toward specialization in ways that can make it difficult for scholars to integrate across the full range of disciplines — history, political science, economics, religious studies, military studies — that a comprehensive account of the Middle East requires.

I have tried to compensate for these limitations by drawing extensively on the analysis produced by policy research institutions — the International Crisis Group, the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, the Center for Strategic and International Studies, the Institute for the Study of War, the Arab Center Washington DC — that combine analytical rigor with engagement with current events and access to primary sources and interlocutors that the academic literature cannot always match. I have also drawn on my own engagement with the region's intellectual and political discourse — the Arabic-language journalism, commentary, and analysis that rarely makes it into the English-language scholarship but that captures dimensions of how the region understands itself that external analysis consistently misses.

VIII.

The question of what it means to write about the Muslim world from within the Muslim intellectual tradition — as a Muslim scholar who takes seriously both the analytical tools of Western social science and the moral and spiritual framework of Islam — is one that I have engaged throughout my intellectual career and that is directly relevant to this book. The dominant frameworks for analyzing the Middle East in international relations — realism, liberalism, constructivism, world-systems theory — were developed primarily within Western intellectual traditions and carry assumptions that are not always acknowledged and are not always applicable to the societies they are used to analyze.

Realism, for example, assumes that states are the primary actors in international relations and that their behavior is driven primarily by the logic of power and security; it has difficulty accommodating the role of transnational religious identity, of non-state armed groups with genuinely ideological commitments, and of the kind of martyr culture in which suffering and sacrifice are not simply costs to be minimized but potentially meaningful acts within a larger religious narrative. Liberalism assumes that domestic political institutions — democracy, rule of law, civil society — are the primary determinants of a state's foreign policy behavior and its capacity to sustain cooperative international arrangements; it has difficulty accounting for the forms of political legitimacy that operate in societies where democratic institutions are absent or underdeveloped and where other forms of authority — tribal, religious, dynastic — carry significant weight. Constructivism's attention to norms, identities, and ideas is more naturally applicable to the Middle Eastern context, but its specific formulations have been developed primarily from European and North American cases and require significant adaptation to capture the specific character of Islamic political thought and practice.

Writing from within the Muslim intellectual tradition does not mean abandoning these frameworks or refusing to engage with the analytical insights they provide. It means holding them more lightly — recognizing their usefulness as tools while remaining aware of their limitations, and being willing to draw on alternative frameworks when the Western analytical traditions prove insufficient. It means taking seriously the internal perspective of the societies being analyzed — the way they understand their own history, their own values, and their own strategic situation — as data rather than as background noise to be filtered out in the pursuit of objective analysis. And it means being honest about the moral dimensions of the situations being analyzed, in ways that Western academic traditions of value-neutrality sometimes discourage but that the situations themselves demand.

IX.

The book's twelve chapters are organized to move from the most acute and immediate crisis — the Iranian dimension, which dominates the current moment — to the structural and long-term questions of regional order that will outlast the current crisis. Chapters One through Four form the Iran cluster: they cover the military strikes and their immediate consequences, the succession and survival question inside Iran, the diplomatic framework that the strikes have disrupted, and the energy and maritime dimension that connects the Iranian crisis to the global economy. Chapters Five through Seven form the Levant cluster: they cover Gaza and the Palestinian question, Lebanon and the Hezbollah dilemma, and Syria's fractured transition. Chapters Eight through Ten form the Gulf and normalization cluster: they cover Saudi Arabia's strategic transformation, the Yemen-Red Sea-Gulf fracture, and the normalization question. Chapters Eleven and Twelve form the great powers cluster: they cover American strategic doctrine and Chinese-Russian competition for regional influence. The Conclusion draws the threads together.

Readers who are primarily interested in specific dimensions of the crisis can read the chapters non-sequentially; each chapter is designed to be comprehensible on its own. But the argument of the book is cumulative: the fault-line metaphor that structures it depends on understanding how the various pressure points interact, and readers who engage with the full sequence will, I hope, arrive at the Conclusion with an understanding of regional dynamics that is more than the sum of the individual chapter analyses.

One specific note on the integration of empirical and normative analysis in the book: I have not attempted to maintain the value-neutrality that academic social science conventionally requires, because I do not believe that value-neutrality is actually achievable in analysis of situations involving significant human suffering, and because I believe that the performance of value-neutrality often serves to obscure the moral dimensions of situations rather than to analyze them more rigorously. Where I make normative judgments — about the proportionality of specific military actions, about the responsibilities of governments toward civilian populations, about the ethical dimensions of specific policy choices — I try to make them explicitly as normative judgments, distinguishing them from empirical claims and explaining the grounds on which I make them. The goal is not to smuggle advocacy into analysis under the cover of scholarship, but to be honest about the ways in which analytical framing inevitably involves normative choices, and to make those choices openly rather than pretending they are not being made.

X.

The title of this book — The Middle East Fault Lines — requires a brief explanation of why I find the geological metaphor more illuminating than the alternatives. The alternatives are numerous: the "new Middle East" discourse that periodically emerges after major disruptions (Shimon Peres used it after Oslo; the Bush administration used it after the 2006 Lebanon war), the "arc of instability" that American strategic planners used in the 2000s, the "Arab Spring" and its many variants, the various "post-" formulations (post-hegemonic, post-American, post-Oslo) that describe what the region has moved away from without specifying what it is moving toward.

The fault-line metaphor captures what I find most analytically significant about the current regional dynamics: that the stresses are structural and geological in character — accumulated over long periods, not created by any single actor, and capable of remaining latent for extended periods before releasing their energy in sudden, catastrophic events. The 2026 crisis did not come from nowhere; it was the product of stresses that had been building for decades — the Iranian nuclear program's progression, the Palestinian governance crisis, the Hezbollah military buildup, the Saudi strategic anxieties, the American domestic politics of the Middle East — that converged in a specific configuration that made Operation Epic Fury possible and, in the calculation of its architects, necessary. The analysis of how those stresses accumulated, and of the structural features of the regional landscape that determine how they will continue to evolve, is what this book attempts to provide.

The fault-line metaphor also captures the element of uncertainty that I regard as essential to honest analysis. Geologists can map fault lines and measure accumulated stress; they cannot predict with precision when or how the next earthquake will occur. The same is true of the analytical enterprise I have undertaken: I can map the stresses and describe the structural features; I cannot tell you when the next rupture will occur or what precise form it will take. This epistemic humility is not a defect of the analysis but a feature of the honest engagement with a situation that is genuinely complex and in which the uncertainty is irreducible.

XI.

The reader approaching this book may reasonably ask why yet another analysis of the Middle East is necessary — why the region's dynamics require another book-length treatment when the existing literature is already extensive and when the events themselves are covered in real time by journalists and analysts of considerable competence. The answer I would give is that the existing analysis, for all its quality, tends to be fragmented in a way that this book attempts to overcome: fragmented between academic analysis that provides structural depth but lacks engagement with the immediate crisis; journalistic analysis that provides real-time detail but lacks structural context; policy analysis that provides prescriptive clarity but tends toward single-issue focus that misses the interconnections; and advocacy that provides moral urgency but sacrifices analytical rigor.

This book attempts to integrate across these fragments — to combine the structural depth of academic analysis with the contemporary engagement of good journalism, the policy relevance of think-tank analysis, and the moral seriousness of advocacy. Whether the integration is successful is for the reader to judge; what I can say is that the attempt is deliberate and reflects my conviction that the Middle East's complexity genuinely requires integration across these analytical modes if it is to be understood rather than merely described.

The specific framing device of the "fault line" — borrowed from geology and applied to the region's political dynamics — is intended to capture something about the nature of the stresses that I believe is analytically important: that they are structural rather than contingent, that they are capable of remaining latent for extended periods before releasing their energy in sudden and catastrophic events, and that they cannot be managed by addressing only the visible surface manifestations without engaging with the deeper structural pressures. The Gaza conflict, the Iranian nuclear crisis, the Lebanese governance collapse — each of these is a surface manifestation of structural pressures that have been building over decades. Managing the surface manifestations without engaging the structural pressures — without addressing the Palestinian governance crisis, the Iranian security dilemma, the Lebanese confessional system's dysfunctions — produces temporary relief at the cost of guaranteed future crisis. This is the intellectual core of the fault-line framework, and it is what I hope this book communicates with sufficient clarity to be useful to those who engage with it.
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​CHAPTER ONE​ Operation Epic Fury: The Day That Changed Everything
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I.

I remember the morning of March 1, 2026, with the clarity that attaches to moments when the world announces it has crossed a threshold it cannot recross. The news from the previous night — that American B-2 bombers and Israeli F-35s had executed nearly nine hundred airstrikes against Iran in a twelve-hour campaign, that Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei had been killed, that Iran's nuclear infrastructure had been struck in what officials described as the most comprehensive military operation in the region since the 2003 invasion of Iraq — arrived with the weight of historical rupture. This was not another step in a long escalatory sequence; it was a qualitative break: the deliberate assassination of the leader of a state of eighty-seven million people, carried out by the world's sole superpower in coordination with its regional ally, without United Nations authorization, without a formal declaration of war, and with consequences that no one could fully predict.

Operation Epic Fury, as the joint U.S.-Israeli campaign was designated, was the culmination of a strategic trajectory that had been building for more than two years. The Hamas attack on Israel on October 7, 2023, had set in motion a chain of events whose internal logic pointed with terrible consistency toward direct Iranian-American confrontation. Iran had spent decades and billions of dollars constructing the network of proxy forces — Hezbollah in Lebanon, Hamas in Gaza, the Houthis in Yemen, Shia militias in Iraq and Syria — that it called the "Axis of Resistance." That network was designed to give Iran strategic depth, to project power across the region without directly engaging Israel or the United States, and to create a deterrence architecture that denied Iran's adversaries any clean military option. What October 7 did was force that deterrence architecture into the open. The Axis of Resistance could not remain passive while Gaza burned. Hezbollah began firing rockets into northern Israel. The Houthis launched maritime attacks in the Red Sea. Shia militias targeted American bases in Iraq and Syria. Iran found itself, despite its preference for ambiguity, increasingly directly implicated in the escalatory spiral.

The Twelve-Day War of June 2025 was the first major direct military confrontation between Israel and Iran. Israeli strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities and military infrastructure in a campaign described by analysts at Special Eurasia and other institutions as unprecedented in scope represented a genuine military achievement — damage to nuclear infrastructure, destruction of missile batteries, the killing of key military figures. But it also demonstrated what subsequent events would confirm: that Israel's military capability, formidable as it was, was insufficient to resolve the Iranian nuclear question unilaterally and sustainably. Iran reconstituted faster than Israeli planners expected. Diplomatic frameworks collapsed. And the internal political dynamics in both Washington and Jerusalem pushed relentlessly toward escalation rather than accommodation.

By February 2026, the Trump administration had set multiple negotiating deadlines with Iran — March 21, then March 23, then April 7 — each of which would pass without agreement. But Operation Epic Fury was launched before any of those deadlines, on the night of February 27-28, in what appeared to be a decision that combined genuine strategic calculation with the volatility of an administration that had demonstrated its willingness to act dramatically and unilaterally across a range of policy domains. The combination of American military capability — B-2 stealth bombers, Tomahawk cruise missiles, bunker-buster munitions — with Israeli intelligence, target acquisition, and air-force assets produced a strike package of overwhelming destructive power. When the dust settled, Iran's nuclear infrastructure had been struck at multiple sites. The military command structure had been decapitated. And the supreme leader was dead.

II.

To understand why Operation Epic Fury happened when it did and in the form it took, I need to step back and trace the strategic logic that produced it. That logic has multiple threads, and I want to resist reducing it to any single cause.

The most immediate thread was the nuclear question. Iran's nuclear program — its enrichment capacity, its stockpile of highly enriched uranium, its ambition to achieve what analysts call "nuclear threshold" status, the capacity to produce a weapon in a short timeframe if political circumstances demanded — had been the central preoccupation of American and Israeli strategic planners for three decades. The JCPOA, the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action negotiated between Iran and the P5+1 in 2015, had represented a genuine attempt to address this preoccupation through diplomacy. It placed limits on Iran's enrichment activities, reduced its stockpile of enriched uranium, and provided for intrusive inspections by the International Atomic Energy Agency in exchange for sanctions relief. The Obama administration regarded it as a landmark achievement. The Trump administration, in its first term, withdrew from it in 2018 under the rubric of "maximum pressure," believing that tighter sanctions combined with the threat of military force could produce a better deal — one that addressed not merely Iran's nuclear activities but its missile program and its regional proxy network. What maximum pressure actually produced was a resumption of Iranian uranium enrichment beyond JCPOA limits, an acceleration of ballistic missile development, and an increasingly confrontational Iranian regional posture.

By the time of Biden's presidency, the damage to the JCPOA framework was severe but not yet irreversible. The Biden team attempted a return to some form of agreement — what became known as JCPOA 2.0 negotiations — but those negotiations were overtaken by the October 2023 attack and its aftermath. Iran's proxies were directly implicated in the attack; the political environment in Washington made any accommodation with Tehran politically toxic; and Iran's own internal hardliners, sensing that the correlation of forces favored confrontation, blocked the pragmatic diplomats who might have sought a deal. By the time Trump returned to office in January 2025, the nuclear question had become a binary: either Iran would cross the threshold, or it would be stopped by force.

The second thread was Israel's strategic calculus. The Twelve-Day War had demonstrated that Israel could degrade but not destroy Iran's nuclear capability through air power alone. The bunker-buster munitions available to Israel could penetrate most hardened sites, but Iran had distributed and dispersed its nuclear activities sufficiently
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