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There are weeks in a democracy when history does not arrive as a decision. It arrives as a change in the subject.

Before the war became the only story, America was arguing about an archive. Not a metaphorical archive, not a partisan slogan, not a rumor passing through the machinery of the internet, but a physical and digital record of one of the most grotesque failures of law enforcement in modern American life. The Epstein files had become a demand, a chant, a test, and a threat. They carried different meanings for different people. For survivors and their lawyers, they were evidence of what the state had failed to confront. For journalists, they were a map of power, impunity, redaction, and delay. For voters, they were a rare point of cross-party suspicion: a belief that something had been hidden not because the public was incapable of understanding it, but because the public might understand it too well.

In the days before the first salvos of Operation Epic Fury, the pressure was still building. Cable panels returned again and again to the same questions. Why had the government released some materials but not others? Why did so many pages arrive blacked out, mislabeled, delayed, or contested? What counted as a legitimate privacy protection for victims, and what counted as institutional self-protection? Were officials protecting survivors, ongoing investigations, national security equities, bureaucratic embarrassment, powerful names, or all of the above? Nobody could answer all of those questions with certainty. That uncertainty was itself the point. In a republic, unanswered questions have political weight. They accumulate. They harden into distrust. By early 2026, the distrust surrounding the Epstein files had moved into Congress, courtrooms, newspapers, living rooms, and television news.

Then the maps changed.

The lower-third banners that had asked who was withholding what became banners about missile trajectories, carrier groups, air-defense systems, proxy militias, tanker routes, and the Strait of Hormuz. Split screens that had shown lawmakers arguing over subpoenas began showing retired officers tracing arcs across the Persian Gulf. Guests discussing redactions and compliance deadlines were replaced by former commanders, weapons analysts, energy economists, regional specialists, and administration surrogates. The vocabulary changed almost overnight. “Transparency” gave way to “deterrence.” “Files” gave way to “targets.” “Accountability” gave way to “unity.” The moral posture of the nation was redirected from suspicion inward to vigilance outward.

This is how public attention moves in the age of permanent emergency. It does not merely shift; it is seized. A scandal may be unresolved, a hearing unfinished, a legal deadline missed, an investigative trail still warm. But when explosions begin in the Middle East, the hierarchy of urgency is rearranged. War comes with its own choreography: maps, acronyms, aerial images, anonymous officials, casualty updates, oil prices, presidential statements, congressional briefings, and stock tickers. War supplies the media with pictures, politicians with gravity, contractors with demand, and the public with fear, which has a unique capacity to simplify the world.

This book begins with that week because that week revealed the machine.

It would be easy, and irresponsible, to say that the Iran war was launched only to bury the Epstein files. This book will not make that claim. Serious criticism does not require pretending to know what has not been proved. Motive is one of the hardest things to establish in politics, especially when decisions move through agencies, military commands, allies, intelligence briefings, diplomatic failures, ideological commitments, and institutional routines. No responsible account should reduce a war to a single hidden intention unless the evidence supports it.

But it would be equally irresponsible to pretend that political timing has no meaning. Governments do not operate outside the news cycle. Presidents do not govern outside public pressure. Media systems do not allocate attention according to democratic importance alone. Defense industries do not stand apart from crises that create contracts. Citizens experience events as a sequence: a scandal demanding answers, a war demanding loyalty, a budget demanding sacrifice, and a future demanding payment.

The question, then, is not whether a secret room of powerful men conspired to replace one story with another. The question is whether the structure of American power made that replacement predictable, profitable, and politically useful.

Political scientists have a term for one part of this problem: diversionary war theory. The phrase describes the possibility that leaders under domestic pressure may gain political advantage by escalating external conflict, whether through rally-around-the-flag effects, agenda control, or the transformation of criticism into a test of patriotism. The theory is not a magic key. It does not explain every war or prove intent in any particular case. Foreign threats can be real. Military action can be planned before a scandal peaks. Crises can collide by accident. The serious question is whether, in a specific moment, war changed the political environment in ways that reduced pressure for accountability at home.

Operation Epic Fury did that, whatever one believes about motive.

The Epstein files did not cease to exist. Court records did not evaporate. Survivors did not stop demanding answers. Lawyers did not stop filing motions. Members of Congress did not all abandon their inquiries. But as a national attention event, the scandal was displaced. It moved from the center of the screen to the crawl, from the crawl to the segment, from the segment to the specialized newsletter, from the specialized newsletter to the archive of things the public still cared about but could no longer force into the daily political conversation. The files had not disappeared from the world. They had disappeared from the front page of the American mind.

That distinction matters because modern democracy depends not only on the formal right to know, but on the practical ability to keep knowing. Transparency is the social capacity to examine records, compare claims, identify contradictions, pressure institutions, and sustain attention long enough for accountability to become possible. A government can comply in form while exhausting the public in practice. It can release millions of pages in formats few people can search, redact categories few people can challenge, invoke privacy where privacy is essential, invoke privacy where embarrassment is convenient, and then wait for the next emergency to wash the matter downstream.

War is the strongest downstream current in American politics.

To understand why, follow the incentives. A president at war occupies a different political atmosphere from a president under subpoena pressure, document pressure, budget pressure, or scandal pressure. Members of Congress may criticize the executive, but they also fear appearing weak, divided, or indifferent to troops in harm’s way. News executives may question the official story, but wartime coverage rewards immediacy, spectacle, graphics, access, and urgency. Defense contractors may not decide policy, but they are prepared for the procurement wave that follows escalation. Banks and bond markets may not cheer death, but they profit from the machinery by which the state borrows to fight. The public may be skeptical of war in the abstract, but it is conditioned to treat military action as a national trial in which dissent must be carefully phrased, delayed, or ritualized.

This is the military-industrial-media complex.

Dwight Eisenhower warned of the military-industrial complex at the dawn of the modern national security state. His warning has been repeated so often that it risks becoming ceremonial, the kind of historical quotation that Americans admire while ignoring. But the system Eisenhower feared did not remain frozen in 1961. It absorbed television. It absorbed permanent campaign politics. It absorbed think tanks, lobbying networks, classified contracting, private equity, data analytics, algorithmic attention, and a media economy built on crisis. The result is not merely a defense industry that benefits from war. It is an entire political information system in which war reorganizes incentives across government, media, finance, and public emotion.

The media portion of that system is not incidental. War is legible television. Budget law is not. Supplemental appropriations are not. Treasury auctions are not. Long-term veterans’ care obligations are not. The difference between discretionary spending caps and emergency defense spending is not a prime-time image. But a missile launch is. A burning refinery is. A president entering a briefing room is. A carrier strike group cutting through gray water is. A retired general pointing to a map is. The camera understands escalation better than it understands debt service.

And so the public sees the war before it sees the bill.

That bill began accumulating immediately. The early public estimates attached to Operation Epic Fury were already staggering: aircraft losses and damage, munitions expenditures, naval deployments, tanker operations, missile defense strain, air base repairs, emergency logistics, medical costs, intelligence support, and the expense of keeping people and machines in theater. The figure that first entered public debate, at least $29 billion in aircraft and operational costs, was not a final accounting. It was an opening act. War costs grow in layers: supplemental appropriations, classified accounts, operations and maintenance, procurement replacement lines, veterans’ benefits, disability payments, interest costs, and deferred maintenance on everything the money did not build at home.

This is one of the central deceptions of debt-financed war: the public is told to support the mission today and pay for it tomorrow, but tomorrow is never presented as a vote. No household would mistake a credit-card balance for free groceries. Yet nations do something similar when they fight wars through borrowing. The Treasury issues debt. Interest accumulates. Future budgets tighten. Domestic programs are squeezed. Politicians who voted for the emergency return years later to announce that the country must make “hard choices” about schools, housing, public health, transit, disaster preparedness, or child poverty. The emergency spending is remembered as necessity. The austerity that follows is presented as realism. The connection between the two is made to seem technical, remote, almost impolite to mention.

But budgets are moral documents precisely because they are technical documents. Their complexity is part of their power. A bomb has a manufacturer. A missile defense interceptor has a contractor. A replacement aircraft has a procurement chain. A supplemental bill has sponsors, lobbyists, markups, offsets or no offsets, interest consequences, and beneficiaries. Money does not vanish when Congress calls it emergency spending. It moves. It moves from taxpayers to contractors, from public balance sheets to private revenue, from future wages to present stock prices, from communities that need investment to industries that know how to convert fear into appropriations.

This book is about that movement.

It is also about the people made invisible by it: the military family waiting for a call after a tanker goes down, the reservist whose life is suspended by deployment extensions, the Iranian civilian living under Washington’s risk calculations, the veteran who will need care long after the pundits have moved on, the grocery worker who notices fuel costs inside every shelf price, the teacher told there is no money for repairs while billions appear overnight for war, and the taxpayer who pays through borrowing, inflation, interest, and the domestic future that never arrives.

A war economy is not only an economy of destruction. It is an economy of permission. It permits sums that would be dismissed as fantastical for housing, urgency that would be mocked if applied to clean water, and bipartisan seriousness that rarely appears for child poverty. It permits secrecy, speed, deference, and passive constructions: mistakes were made, assessments are ongoing, costs are preliminary. It permits the country to treat public money as sacred when requested for the poor and elastic when requested for war.

The Iran conflict did not invent these habits. It exposed them.

The United States has lived for generations inside a politics of permanent emergency. Vietnam normalized the credibility gap. The Cold War normalized global reach. The Gulf War normalized televised precision. The September 11 attacks normalized open-ended authorization. Iraq demonstrated how intelligence narratives can be amplified into public consent. Afghanistan demonstrated how costs can outlive the rationale used to sell them. Each conflict left behind institutions, vocabularies, contractors, legal theories, and media reflexes ready for the next one.

Operation Epic Fury entered that inheritance.

Officials defending the operation argued that Iran posed a serious threat: to regional partners, to shipping lanes, to American forces, to Israel, and to the global order built around energy flows and deterrence. Those arguments cannot simply be brushed aside. Iran’s government has armed proxies, challenged U.S. interests, threatened neighbors, and pursued military capabilities that American officials have long viewed as destabilizing. Any honest book must grant that the strategic problem was real. It must also ask whether the scale, timing, legal basis, fiscal design, and political effects of the response were justified by the evidence presented to the public.

A real threat does not excuse threat inflation. A legitimate security concern does not nullify constitutional oversight. A dangerous adversary does not make every expenditure wise. A successful strike does not prove a successful strategy. And patriotic concern for service members does not require silence about the decisions that put them at risk.

The constitutional issue is inseparable from the budget issue. When presidents can initiate or expand military action rapidly, when Congress can object rhetorically while funding operational reality, when intelligence remains partially classified, when costs are supplied after the fact, and when media coverage rewards dramatic escalation over procedural scrutiny, democratic consent becomes symbolic. The public is invited to support the troops, absorb the danger, and eventually pay the invoice. It is rarely invited to decide, in advance and with full information, whether the mission is worth the cost.

That gap between support and consent is where permanent war lives.

It is also where distraction becomes more than a media complaint. To say that war distracts is not to say that war is fake. It is to say that attention is finite, and institutions know it. A democracy can be overwhelmed not only by censorship but by sequencing. Release a document dump too large to digest. Delay the missing pieces. Narrow the searchable record. Schedule hearings behind procedural walls. Then a foreign crisis erupts, and the unresolved domestic question becomes yesterday’s problem. The public has not been forbidden to care. It has been given something more urgent to fear.

The week everything disappeared was not the week Americans stopped caring about Epstein, corruption, secrecy, budgets, or war powers. It was the week those issues were rearranged beneath the emotional command of military crisis. It was the week the demand for answers became harder to hear under the language of retaliation. It was the week a scandal about elite impunity was overtaken by a war whose financing would, in different ways, reproduce elite impunity at a larger scale.

The connection is not that Epstein and Iran are the same story. They are not. One concerns sexual abuse, law enforcement failure, secrecy, and the protection of powerful networks from scrutiny. The other concerns military force, regional conflict, constitutional authority, public finance, and the machinery of national security. But they meet at a deeper level: the question of whether democratic citizens can force powerful institutions to answer them before the subject changes.

This is the question at the heart of Epic Distraction.

The book will follow the money, but not only the money. It will follow the threat narrative from intelligence language into political speech and television repetition. It will examine how wartime framing narrowed acceptable debate, how emergency appropriations outran public understanding, and how the media pivoted from domestic scandal to national-security spectacle. It will measure costs not only in billions, but in foreclosed alternatives: schools not repaired, clinics not staffed, housing not built, debt not avoided, trust not restored.

It will also preserve uncertainty where uncertainty belongs. Some documents will be incomplete. Some numbers will be revised. Some official claims will be impossible to test without classified records. Some critics will overstate. Some defenders will evade. Some motives will remain unknowable. The task is not to replace one propaganda system with another. The task is to build an account disciplined enough to distinguish proof from suspicion and still brave enough to notice patterns that power would prefer to describe as coincidence.

That discipline matters most when the stakes are morally charged. The Epstein files provoke fury because they sit at the intersection of abuse, wealth, secrecy, and institutional failure. The Iran war provokes division because it sits at the intersection of fear, patriotism, empire, and public debt. In both cases, the harder work is the same: read the records, follow the incentives, measure the costs, name the uncertainty, and refuse to forget what vanished from view.

The week everything disappeared was not a disappearance in the literal sense. It was a lesson in power. Nothing had to be burned. Nothing had to be banned. No censor had to enter the newsroom. The archive remained. The questions remained. The survivors remained. The invoices remained. The aircraft losses, missile expenditures, deployment orders, emergency bills, and interest costs remained. What changed was the nation’s field of vision.

A democracy can lose control of itself that way.

Not in one coup, not in one lie, not in one war, and not in one scandal, but through repeated acts of redirection until public attention becomes too fractured to sustain accountability. The citizen is asked to absorb everything and decide almost nothing. The voter is told that the files are complicated, the war is urgent, the costs are preliminary, the intelligence is sensitive, the redactions are necessary, the contractors are essential, the debt is manageable, the critics are irresponsible, and the next briefing will clarify what the last briefing obscured.

This book refuses that sequence.

It begins where the attention broke, with the week America looked away from one unresolved abuse of power and toward another exercise of power wrapped in national necessity. It asks what was gained, what was lost, who paid, who profited, who decided, who deferred, and who escaped scrutiny. It asks whether a republic can meaningfully control war when war is financed by borrowing, narrated by spectacle, justified by secrecy, and absorbed by citizens after the fact. It asks whether the same country that demands transparency in scandal can demand transparency in war, or whether military crisis remains the one language powerful institutions can use to make accountability wait.

The files did not disappear. The war did not disappear. The budget did not disappear.

Only the public’s ability to hold all three in view was made to disappear.

That is where the investigation begins.
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Threats are not discovered whole. They are assembled.

They begin as fragments: a weapons shipment intercepted, a militia commander’s message, a satellite image, a naval movement, a missile test, a diplomatic warning, a classified briefing whose most important nouns cannot be spoken in public. The fragments may be real. They may be alarming. They may deserve attention. But between the fragment and the war there is a process, and the process is political.

By the time Operation Epic Fury entered the American living room, most citizens were not being asked to evaluate evidence. They were being asked to inhabit a mood. The mood was urgency. The geography was the Persian Gulf. The language was deterrence, retaliation, force protection, shipping lanes, missile defense, regional stability, allied security, and imminent threat. The effect was to make deliberation feel like delay and delay feel like danger.

That is the first achievement of a successful threat narrative. It narrows the time in which democracy is allowed to think.

The administration’s public case for war did not emerge from nowhere. Iran was not an imaginary problem invented for television. Its government had armed militias, threatened regional rivals, developed ballistic missiles, built drone capabilities, harassed shipping, challenged American influence, and placed U.S. service members in an environment where miscalculation could become death. Those facts matter. Any serious account of Operation Epic Fury has to begin there, because criticism that denies reality becomes its own kind of propaganda.

But acknowledging a threat is not the same as accepting the political construction built around it. A country can face danger and still exaggerate the immediacy of danger. An adversary can be hostile without every hostile act requiring a maximal response. Intelligence can identify risk without proving necessity. A president can be right that a problem exists and wrong about the scale, timing, legality, cost, or wisdom of the answer.

That distinction is where this chapter begins.

Before the first phase of Operation Epic Fury, Americans heard a familiar progression. Officials spoke of Iranian aggression, then Iranian escalation, then Iranian capability, then Iranian intent. The movement from one term to the next was subtle but decisive. Aggression describes behavior. Escalation describes a pattern. Capability describes what an adversary can do. Intent claims to know what the adversary means to do. In ordinary life, those distinctions matter. In wartime politics, they often collapse.

Once they collapse, fear fills the space where evidence should be.

The public case for military action against Iran relied on several overlapping claims: that Iranian forces and affiliated groups had become a direct danger to American personnel; that missile and drone systems threatened regional partners and civilian infrastructure; that the Strait of Hormuz and surrounding energy routes could not be left vulnerable to coercion; that Israel and Gulf allies faced unacceptable risk; that delay would reward Tehran; and that only large-scale force could restore deterrence. Each claim had a plausible strategic logic. None answered the central democratic question by itself: why this operation, at this scale, at this moment, under this legal theory, at this cost?

A republic should be able to ask that question without being accused of indifference to its soldiers.

Threat inflation works by making such questions feel morally suspect. It does not always require lying. Often it requires selection. Officials emphasize one fact and omit another. They elevate worst-case scenarios while burying probability estimates. They describe enemy capabilities in concrete terms and American alternatives in vague ones. They release images, maps, and target categories, but withhold the underlying intelligence. They repeat the word imminent until the word begins to do the work that evidence has not been allowed to do.

Imminent is among the most powerful words in the national security vocabulary. It does not merely describe time. It creates permission. If a threat is imminent, Congress has less room to deliberate. Journalists have less time to verify. Courts have less practical capacity to intervene. Citizens have less patience for dissent. Budget rules become obstacles. International law becomes a lawyer’s after-action memorandum. The executive branch moves first and explains later.

That is why the definition matters.

In common speech, imminent means about to happen. In the language of modern security policy, it has often become more elastic. It can mean a known adversary has a capacity it might use. It can mean a hostile network is active. It can mean a pattern of attacks suggests another attack is possible. It can mean intelligence agencies are worried but cannot disclose why. It can mean officials are convinced that waiting will look irresponsible if something later occurs. The word appears precise, but in practice it may cover a wide field of uncertainty.

The citizen hears a siren. The analyst sees a probability curve. The politician sees a window.

The lead-up to Operation Epic Fury followed a pattern Americans have seen before. First came the accumulation of danger: missiles, drones, militias, naval routes, warnings to allies, threats to bases, threats to oil flows. Then came the vocabulary of patience exhausted. Officials suggested that restraint had been tried, that deterrence had failed, that Tehran had misread American resolve. Then came the language of necessity: not choice, not preference, not policy, but necessity. By the time bombs fall under that framework, the central question has been transformed. The public is no longer asked whether war should begin. It is asked whether America should win.

That is a different question, and power knows it.

The manufacture of threat does not mean the manufacture of facts from nothing. It means the manufacture of a public atmosphere in which some facts become enormous and others become nearly invisible. Iranian missile capabilities become vivid. The history of failed coercive strategies becomes background. Threats to shipping become urgent. The risk of regional blowback becomes speculative. American service members in range of Iranian weapons become central. Iranian civilians under American weapons become peripheral. Classified assessments become authoritative. Public skepticism becomes impatience.

The machinery is not hidden. It operates in daylight.

A military command publishes target categories. Administration officials brief reporters. Anonymous sources describe intelligence as serious, credible, evolving, alarming. Members of Congress emerge from classified briefings with grave expressions and careful sentences. Television producers call retired officers who can explain the range of a missile, the hardness of a bunker, the difficulty of suppressing air defenses, the importance of refueling aircraft, and the danger of escalation. Maps appear. Red circles appear. Arrows appear. Ships appear. Acronyms appear. The story becomes visually coherent before it becomes democratically understood.

That visual coherence is a form of power.

A map simplifies. It flattens villages, cities, bases, coastlines, families, histories, factions, and legal disputes into a theater of operations. It tells viewers where danger is supposed to live. It produces the illusion of command. It makes a war look like a problem to be managed from above rather than a cascade of human consequences below. A retired commander drawing a line from a launch site to a tanker route may be giving useful information. He may also be participating in a ritual by which violence is made legible, technical, and emotionally distant.

War is most persuasive when it appears as a diagram.

Intelligence enters this system with special authority. The public knows intelligence agencies possess information citizens cannot see. That asymmetry can be necessary; no serious country publishes every source and method. But secrecy also creates a structural temptation. Officials can invoke intelligence without fully displaying it. Reporters can describe intelligence without testing it. Legislators can refer to classified briefings without revealing the contents. Critics can be challenged to disprove evidence they are not permitted to inspect.

The result is a peculiar burden. The citizen is expected to consent to action on the basis of information withheld for the citizen’s own security.

Sometimes that burden is unavoidable. Sometimes secrecy protects lives. Sometimes public disclosure would compromise sources, reveal capabilities, or expose allies. But secrecy should make democratic institutions more cautious, not less. It should increase the demand for rigorous oversight. It should heighten the obligation to present what can be presented, explain what cannot, and preserve room for later review. Instead, secrecy is often treated as a substitute for persuasion. We cannot show you the evidence, officials imply, but the evidence is serious enough that your doubt is irresponsible.

This is the point at which a democracy begins to confuse trust with obedience.

The Iraq War remains the unavoidable historical parallel, not because Iran in 2026 was Iraq in 2003, and not because every national security claim is false. The lesson of Iraq is more precise and more durable. It is that intelligence can be uncertain while public messaging becomes certain. It is that caveats can disappear as claims travel upward from analysts to officials and outward from officials to media. It is that worst-case thinking can become the official definition of prudence. It is that the absence of public evidence can be reframed as proof of hidden danger. It is that dissent, when most needed, is often treated as a luxury the country cannot afford.

Iraq taught that the problem is not only bad intelligence. It is the political use of intelligence.

In the run-up to Iraq, technical disputes became public certainties. Aluminum tubes, mobile labs, stockpiles, reconstituted programs, ties suggested and insinuated rather than proved: each piece moved through an ecosystem that rewarded alarm. Intelligence agencies were later criticized for failures of collection and analysis. Political officials were criticized for presentation and emphasis. Media institutions were criticized for credulity. Congress was criticized for outsourcing judgment to executive claims. The American public was left with the bill, the dead, the wounded, the destabilized region, and the bitter knowledge that the machinery of consent had worked better than the machinery of verification.

Operation Epic Fury did not require the same facts to reproduce some of the same habits.

The phrase “lessons learned” is one of Washington’s most reliable evasions. After each war, officials declare that the mistakes of the last conflict have been absorbed. Intelligence will be more careful. Congress will ask harder questions. The press will be less deferential. Legal rationales will be more precise. Costs will be better estimated. Civilian harm will be minimized and investigated. Then the next crisis arrives, and the same institutional reflexes reappear under new names.

This time, the threat was Iran. The old habits had fresh material.

Iran offered the national security state what every threat narrative needs: complexity that could be simplified. It had a government hostile to American power, but also internal political divisions. It had formal military forces, but also aligned militias and partner networks. It had conventional weapons, irregular capabilities, cyber tools, missiles, drones, naval assets, and ideological rhetoric. It was strong enough to be frightening and weak enough to be targetable. It was regional enough to implicate allies and global enough to implicate oil markets. It was familiar enough to activate decades of American suspicion and unfamiliar enough that most citizens depended on experts to interpret the crisis.

Such an adversary is almost perfectly suited to threat inflation. Every hostile act can be folded into a master pattern. Every militia attack can be described as Tehran’s hand. Every missile site can stand for a national intention. Every tanker threat can become a threat to the American household budget. Every statement from an Iranian official can be treated as a window into regime plans. Every ambiguity can be resolved in favor of urgency.

This does not mean Iran was innocent. It means the American public was given a simplified adversary at the very moment it needed a complicated account.

Complication is not weakness. It is the beginning of strategy.

A complicated account would have distinguished between different Iranian institutions and factions, between direct Iranian action and actions by aligned groups, between threats to U.S. forces and threats to allies, between imminent attack and continuing hostility, between deterrence and punishment, between tactical success and strategic outcome. It would have asked what military force could realistically achieve. It would have asked what it could not achieve. It would have asked whether strikes would reduce Iran’s ability to threaten shipping or increase its incentive to do so. It would have asked whether an operation designed to restore deterrence might instead create a ladder neither side could climb down.

A complicated account would also have asked why the public was learning so much about targets and so little about alternatives.

War narratives rarely dwell on alternatives. Negotiations sound weak. Sanctions sound slow. Defensive deployments sound insufficiently dramatic. Regional diplomacy sounds abstract. Congressional debate sounds procedural. Intelligence review sounds bureaucratic. The camera prefers action. A missile launch has a beginning, middle, and end. A diplomatic channel does not. A carrier group can be filmed. A de-escalation framework cannot. The machinery of public attention is therefore biased toward visible force.

That bias matters because citizens do not experience foreign policy as a classified memo. They experience it as sequence and emphasis. What is shown first? What is repeated? Who is invited to explain? What questions are treated as serious? Which doubts are framed as naïve? Which risks are given faces? Which victims are given names? Which costs are counted now, and which are deferred until they become someone else’s problem?

During the early phases of Operation Epic Fury, the dominant media story was not constitutional authorization. It was operational momentum. Were the strikes successful? Had Iranian air defenses been degraded? Were American bases secure? Were allies satisfied? Were oil routes protected? How would Tehran respond? What assets had been moved? What targets might come next? These were not illegitimate questions. They were, however, questions asked after the fundamental frame had already been accepted: the war was happening, the threat was urgent, and the national task was to manage escalation.

Once the frame is accepted, accountability has to fight for airtime.

This is one reason threat narratives are so politically useful. They reorganize criticism. Before the crisis, critics may question secrecy, budgets, scandals, personnel decisions, corruption, incompetence, or abuse of power. After the crisis, criticism must pass through the filter of national solidarity. The same sentence that would have sounded ordinary in peacetime — “the president has not provided sufficient evidence” — can sound, under wartime conditions, like disloyalty or recklessness. Public officials learn to soften their doubts. News anchors learn to preface questions with ritual support for the troops. Lawmakers learn to demand briefings rather than votes. The threshold for courage rises.

Fear does not abolish debate. It disciplines debate.

The post-9/11 era perfected this discipline. The United States did not become a dictatorship after the attacks. Congress continued to meet. Newspapers continued to publish. Elections continued to occur. Courts continued to rule. But the emotional architecture of politics changed. A vast field of policy was reorganized around emergency: surveillance, detention, drone warfare, special operations, immigration enforcement, military basing, intelligence sharing, and homeland security. The public was told that the old categories no longer applied
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