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The Road to War

The war that erupted in early 2026 did not begin with a single shot fired or a sudden declaration of hostilities. It was the culmination of an eighteen-month escalation cycle that transformed the forty-five-year shadow war between the United States, Israel, and Iran into open, direct military confrontation. The arc from proxy conflicts to the first exchange of missiles between Israel and Iran in April 2024, through the failed diplomacy and mounting tensions of 2025, to the decisive moment when the logic of escalation overwhelmed the constraints of deterrence, reveals how regional order collapsed into chaos.

To understand how the region stumbled into war, one must first comprehend the strategic architecture that defined Iranian foreign policy for four decades. Following the 2003 American invasion of Iraq, which demonstrated the catastrophic futility of conventional warfare against the United States, Iran's leadership drew a stark conclusion: a state that fights America conventionally loses; a state that fights through distributed, deniable, non-state proxies can impose costs, outlast political will, and survive. This insight, refined through years of asymmetric warfare doctrine, gave birth to what scholars would later term the "Axis of Resistance"—a network of militias, political movements, and state allies stretching from Lebanon to Yemen.

Hezbollah in Lebanon served as the prototype and crown jewel of this strategy. By the early 2020s, it had evolved into a state-within-a-state, complete with its own military command structure, social services network, political party, and a missile arsenal larger than that of many European nations. The Houthis in Yemen, transformed over a decade of civil war into a force capable of striking international shipping and launching ballistic missiles into Israel, represented the southern anchor of this network. In Iraq, the Popular Mobilization Forces, particularly Kataib Hezbollah, provided Iran with its deepest structural penetration of a neighboring state, embedding proxy forces within the official security apparatus.

This proxy network was not merely an ideological project; it was a rational strategic calculation designed to extend Iranian influence while maintaining plausible deniability. Between 2019 and 2025, Iran or its proxies were responsible for the drone and missile attack that destroyed five percent of global oil production capacity at Saudi Aramco's Abqaiq facility, sustained campaigns of harassment against U.S. forces in Iraq and Syria resulting in American casualties, Houthi interdiction of Red Sea shipping that disrupted global supply chains, Hezbollah missile barrages that displaced over 100,000 Israelis from the north, and the October 7, 2023 Hamas attack that killed 1,200 Israelis and triggered a regional crisis from which the old order would not recover.

The Hamas attack of October 7, 2023, served as the catalyst that would eventually unravel the proxy strategy. While Iran denied direct involvement in planning the attack, the operation demonstrated both the potential and the peril of proxy warfare. However, there was no proof of an alliance between Hamas and Iran in the planning or execution of the attack. On one hand, Hamas had inflicted the deadliest single day in Israeli history; on the other, the Israeli response would devastate Gaza and set in motion a chain of escalations that would ultimately expose the limits of Iran's deterrence architecture. Most Western commentators ignored the fact that the Hamas attack was not in isolation but a reaction to the years of Israeli settler expansion on the West Bank and Israeli attacks on residents of Gaza since 2008.

Within days of the Hamas attack, the Houthis in Yemen, in response to Israel's overwhelming use of force on civilians in Gaza, announced their entry into the conflict, imposing what they termed a maritime blockade on Israeli-linked shipping through the Bab al-Mandab Strait. Between November 2023 and early 2024, Houthi forces launched missiles and drones at Israel, fired on commercial vessels in the Red Sea, and hijacked the Galaxy Leader cargo ship. On October 19, 2023, the American warship USS Carney intercepted four Houthi land-attack cruise missiles and fifteen drones launched toward Israel, marking the first direct U.S. military engagement in the expanding crisis.

The Red Sea crisis rapidly internationalized the conflict. On January 12, 2024, the United States and United Kingdom, with support from several other countries, launched Operation Poseidon Archer—a campaign of air and missile strikes against Houthi targets in Yemen. Over sixty targets were struck on the first day alone. The European Union followed in February with Operation Aspides, a naval mission to protect international shipping. Yet the strikes failed to deter the Houthis, who continued their attacks while refining their tactics and expanding their target set. The Houthi attacks were invariably in direct response to each attack of the IDF in Gaza; a correlation missed by many.

Side by side, Israeli invasion of Gaza and the scale of the destruction that the IDF brought about was shocking. Few if any Western nations condemned the Israeli assault. While Arab countries did in general protest the attacks, Iran was the most vocal in its support for the cause of Gaza and the Palestinians. Much of this could have also been because Israeli leadership linked the October 7th events with Iran and repeated its age-old allegation that Iran was a few months from producing a nuclear weapon.

The crisis exposed a fundamental tension in Western strategy. The Biden administration sought to contain the conflict, avoiding direct confrontation with Iran while attempting to degrade proxy capabilities. Iran, for its part, maintained its posture of deniability while providing the Houthis with increasingly sophisticated weapons, including anti-ship cruise missiles, precision-strike ballistic missiles, and medium-range missiles capable of reaching Israel. According to Western intelligence assessments, Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps personnel were stationed in Yemen, directly involved in directing and overseeing Houthi attacks, with the intelligence ship MV Behshad guiding strikes on vessels that attempted to evade detection by switching off their radios and identifiers.

The escalation from proxy warfare to direct state-to-state confrontation occurred in April 2024, following an Israeli strike on the Iranian consulate complex in Damascus, Syria, on April 1. The attack killed multiple senior Iranian officials, including Brigadier General Mohammad Reza Zahedi, a high-ranking commander in the IRGC's Quds Force. The strike violated the long-observed taboo against attacks on diplomatic facilities, crossing a threshold that Tehran felt compelled to answer.

Iran's response came on April 13, 2024, in an operation that marked the first direct exchange of missiles between Israel and Iran in the forty-five-year history of the Islamic Republic. Iran and its Axis of Resistance allies seized the Israeli-linked ship MSC Aries and launched a massive barrage of drones, cruise missiles, and ballistic missiles at Israel. The attack was telegraphed in advance—likely a deliberate effort to signal resolve while minimizing actual damage—but its scale was unprecedented: over 300 projectiles were launched, testing Israeli and allied air defense systems to their limits.

The United States, United Kingdom, France, and Jordan intercepted the majority of the Iranian drones and missiles, demonstrating the integrated air defense architecture that would prove crucial in subsequent conflicts. Israel suffered minimal damage, with the Arrow 2 and Arrow 3 systems achieving their first combat interceptions. Yet the psychological impact was profound: for the first time, Iran had struck directly at Israeli territory rather than operating through intermediaries. More importantly, the conflict with Iran demonstrated for the first time the vulnerabilities of Israel. Military insiders did show concern that Israel's Iron Dome defense system when confronted with a heavy assault did struggle. Iran was also clear in stating that in the confrontation it had used its older model missiles.

Israel's retaliation came on April 19, with limited strikes against Iranian air defense and military facilities in Isfahan and Syria. The response was calibrated to avoid broader escalation while reestablishing deterrence. Analysts noted that both sides seemed to signal a desire to de-escalate, with the exchange serving as a violent form of communication rather than the opening phase of a wider war. Yet the taboo against direct strikes had been broken, and the precedent would prove impossible to reverse.

If April 2024 established that direct strikes were possible, the summer of 2024 demonstrated that targeted killings of high-value individuals had become the preferred currency of escalation. On July 31, 2024, two operations unfolded within hours of each other: the assassination of Hezbollah commander Fuad Shukr in a Beirut airstrike, and the killing of Hamas political leader Ismail Haniyeh in Tehran itself.

The Haniyeh assassination was particularly significant. Occurring in the Iranian capital, in the midst of a presidential inauguration ceremony, it demonstrated Israel's intelligence penetration of Iranian security and its willingness to strike at the heart of the regime's self-proclaimed resistance capital. The operation humiliated Iranian security services and placed the leadership under intense pressure to respond more forcefully than they had in April.

The period between July and October 2024 was characterized by heightened tensions and shadow warfare. Hezbollah and Israel engaged in daily cross-border strikes, displacing populations on both sides of the Lebanese border. The pager explosions of September 2024, which wounded thousands of Hezbollah operatives and bystanders through compromised communication devices, represented a new frontier in technological warfare—degrading enemy capabilities without traditional kinetic strikes.

On October 1, 2024, Iran launched another series of missile strikes against Israel, this time in response to Israeli operations in Lebanon and the killing of Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah in late September. The October exchange was larger and more intense than the April confrontation, with Iran launching approximately 180 ballistic missiles at Israeli targets. While most were intercepted, some penetrated air defenses, striking airbases and intelligence facilities. Israel's retaliation on October 26 targeted Iranian air defense systems, missile production facilities, and military bases, significantly degrading Iran's conventional deterrent capabilities.

By late 2024, the strategic environment had shifted decisively against Iran. The Israeli campaign against Hezbollah, culminating in Nasrallah's assassination and the 2024 Israeli invasion of Lebanon, had decapitated Iran's most capable proxy force. The fall of the Assad regime in Syria in December 2024 eliminated the crucial land bridge between Iran and Hezbollah, severing the supply lines that had sustained the Axis of Resistance for decades.

The Houthis, while still capable of maritime harassment, had been subjected to sustained U.S., U.K., and Israeli strikes between 2023 and 2025 that degraded their capabilities. On December 19, 2024, Israel struck ports at Ras Isa and Hodeidah and two power plants in Sanaa, killing nine people. On December 26, Israeli aircraft hit Sanaa International Airport while a World Health Organization delegation was present, killing six and injuring dozens, including a UN staffer accompanying WHO Director Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus.

The December strikes demonstrated Israel's willingness to target civilian infrastructure in response to Houthi attacks, raising the cost of proxy operations. Yet the Houthis retained power over the majority of Yemen and continued to threaten Red Sea shipping, illustrating the resilience of proxy forces even under sustained military pressure.

In Iraq, the Popular Mobilization Forces faced their own pressures. Between October 2023 and February 2024 alone, Iran-backed militias had carried out more than 170 attacks on U.S. military bases and assets in Iraq, Syria, and Jordan. Yet the Iraqi government, caught between its alliance with Iran and its dependence on U.S. security guarantees, sought to restrain militia activities that might trigger wider conflict.

Throughout 2024 and early 2025, diplomatic efforts to prevent further escalation failed repeatedly. The Biden administration's strategy of integrated deterrence—combining military pressure with offers of sanctions relief—foundered on Iranian insistence that any nuclear agreement address broader regional security issues, and on Israeli opposition to any deal that might legitimize Iranian enrichment capabilities. U.S. policy towards Iran's nuclear issues was largely framed by Tel Aviv; a major flaw that has continued to plague U.S. policy towards Iran.

The International Atomic Energy Agency reported that Iran had enriched uranium to 60 percent purity—technically a short step from weapons-grade—and had accumulated sufficient material for multiple nuclear devices. Israeli intelligence assessments warned that Iran was weeks or months away from a breakout capability, creating pressure for preventive military action. This was not the first time that Israeli intelligence agencies had claimed this.

The 2024 U.S. presidential election added another layer of uncertainty. Donald Trump, who had withdrawn from the Iran nuclear deal in 2018 and pursued a maximum pressure campaign, campaigned on a platform of opposing new wars while simultaneously vowing to prevent Iran from obtaining nuclear weapons. The contradictory impulses—avoiding entanglement while maintaining red lines—would shape American policy in the critical months ahead.

The crisis that would set the stage for the 2026 war began in May 2025, as tensions built over Iran's accelerating nuclear program and its continued support for proxy forces. Diplomatic efforts stalled as officials on all sides signaled that direct confrontation was possible. The international community condemned Iran's failure to abide by past nuclear agreements, while Tehran accused the United States and Israel of pursuing regime change under the guise of nonproliferation. Yet it was evident that the gap of differences on the nuclear issue were not as wide as was being portrayed.

On June 13, 2025, Israel launched a surprise attack targeting key Iranian military and nuclear facilities. The operation, planned over months of coordination with American intelligence, aimed to set back Iran's nuclear program by years while degrading its ballistic missile capabilities. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu warned that Iranian retaliation was expected in the immediate future, signaling that Israel anticipated a sustained exchange. It would not be too far from the truth that the Israeli pre-emptive attack was also aimed to derail a possible nuclear deal.

The subsequent twelve days marked the most intense direct conflict between Israel and Iran in their histories. Israel continued to strike targets across Iran, focusing on nuclear facilities, missile production sites, and military command centers. Iran responded with nightly missile barrages, launching hundreds of ballistic missiles at Israeli cities and military installations. Twenty-eight Israelis were killed, including four women in an Arab town in northern Israel, a Ukrainian family that had come to Israel seeking cancer treatment for their daughter, and a peace activist in Beersheba. Many others lost their homes, and flights, schools, and workplaces were massively disrupted.

The United States initially remained on the sidelines, with President Trump sending mixed signals about potential intervention. On June 18, Trump told reporters that nobody knows what I'm going to do, maintaining strategic ambiguity while clearly hoping that Israeli strikes might achieve objectives without requiring American military involvement.

However, as Iranian missiles continued to strike Israel and intelligence assessments indicated that Israeli capabilities alone could not destroy deeply buried facilities at Fordow and Natanz, the administration faced a fateful choice. On June 21, the United States joined the fight, striking three sites associated with Iran's nuclear program: Fordow, Natanz, and Esfahan. The deeply buried Fordow facility, built into a mountain near the holy city of Qom, was considered impossible to destroy without American bunker-busting munitions.

The U.S. intervention transformed the conflict from an Israeli-Iranian war into an American-Iranian war, with profound implications for regional alignments and global security. Iranian state media portrayed the strikes as American aggression against the Muslim world, while opposition figures within Iran debated whether the regime's nuclear ambitions had brought catastrophe upon the nation.

On June 23, Trump announced a ceasefire via social media, declaring that the strikes had obliterated Iran's nuclear program. Iran's Supreme National Security Council claimed victory despite the devastation, and Israel did not confirm its acceptance of the ceasefire until many hours later. The war ended as ambiguously as it had begun, with neither side achieving decisive victory but both claiming success.

The aftermath of the June 2025 war set the stage for the larger conflict to come. Despite Trump's claims, the Iranian regime was not destroyed; it was wounded, humiliated, and determined to rebuild. Within months, intelligence assessments indicated that Iran had resumed nuclear activities at clandestine sites, having learned from the June strikes to disperse and harden its facilities. The regime reportedly stockpiled more missiles than it had before the war, preparing for the next round of confrontation.

Domestically, the regime faced mounting pressure. In late 2025 and early 2026, mass protests erupted across Iran, driven by economic desperation, anger over the military's failures, and demands for political reform. The regime responded with characteristic brutality, killing tens of thousands of protesters within forty-eight hours in some cities. Iranian internal estimates were around 3,000 killed. Trump initially threatened to strike over the mass killings but ultimately did not, revealing the limits of American humanitarian interventionism when weighed against the risks of wider war.

The regional landscape had been fundamentally altered. Hezbollah, while rebuilding under new leadership, remained severely degraded. The Assad regime's fall had eliminated Iran's land bridge to Lebanon. The Houthis, despite sustaining heavy losses, retained their grip on Yemen and their capacity for maritime disruption. The Axis of Resistance was battered but not broken, operating now more as a loose network of survival than as a coordinated offensive force.

For the United States, the June 2025 war raised troubling questions about the efficacy of military action. The strikes had set back Iran's nuclear program but had not eliminated it; they had damaged Iranian military capabilities but had not changed the regime's behavior; they had demonstrated American military superiority but had not translated into strategic victory. The sledgehammer approach—massive strikes without ground invasion—had proven insufficient for decisive outcomes.

The final escalation to full-scale war came in February 2026, following the collapse of negotiations that Trump had initiated in late 2025. The administration demanded total dismantlement of Iran's nuclear program, complete cessation of proxy support, and regional security guarantees. Iran, facing a succession crisis as Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei's health failed, could not accept terms that would amount to strategic surrender. It was reported by Oman's foreign minister on February 26th, 2026, that both sides were very close to an agreement, and on February 28th in Geneva, the Iranians would propose a solution that would in essence meet the expectations of the United States.

On February 28, 2026, the United States and Israel launched Operation Epic Fury—a massive aerial campaign targeting not only nuclear facilities but also IRGC command centers, missile production sites, and leadership residences. The operation represented a fundamental shift in strategy: from limited strikes designed to coerce to comprehensive attacks intended to destroy the regime's capacity for resistance. While there is no denying that the intelligence community from both the U.S. and Israel had been planning such an attack, the exact timing of the attack was never decided. Israel initiated the attack, and many believe it was to preempt the U.S. from also attacking and scuttle the Geneva meeting, which was to be held at 5 pm on the same day Israel attacked.

The Houthis, demonstrating the autonomous capabilities they had developed over years of conflict, resumed missile and drone attacks on U.S. and Israeli-flagged ships within hours of the operation's commencement, requiring no command authorization from Tehran. Hezbollah and Iraqi militias joined the war, striking Israeli and American targets across the region. The proxy network, designed as an instrument of Iranian power, now operated as a distributed threat beyond centralized control.

The war that began in February 2026 would prove far longer and more devastating than the twelve-day conflict of June 2025. It would test the limits of American military power, the resilience of Iranian society, and the stability of the entire Middle East. The road to war, paved with proxy conflicts, direct exchanges, failed diplomacy, and miscalculation, had reached its destination not in a single decisive moment but through the accumulated weight of eighteen months of escalating violence.

The conflict reshaped regional order, transformed great power competition, and created the conditions for the uncertain futures that would emerge for the Islamic Republic's revolutionary project. What began as a strategy of distributed deterrence had culminated in the very outcome it was designed to prevent: direct, existential confrontation with the world's most powerful military alliance. Conversely, Israel, since October 7th 2023, has had the unique opportunity to shape its expansionist policy for a Greater Israel.

The 2024-2025 period demonstrated both the utility and the limitations of proxy forces, the difficulty of maintaining escalation dominance in a multipolar environment, and the catastrophic potential of miscalculation when nuclear capabilities are involved. The war that followed would be fought with the weapons of the present but shaped by the strategic choices of the past four decades—choices that prioritized asymmetric advantage over stable deterrence, and ideological commitment over pragmatic accommodation. In the context of Gaza total disregard for civilian casualities was the prime element of Israel’s war strategy which crossed the redlines of humanitarian law.

The Axis of Resistance represented the most ambitious Iranian strategic project since the 1979 revolution—a transnational network of armed groups, political movements, and state allies designed to project Iranian power across the Middle East while maintaining plausible deniability and avoiding the catastrophic risks of direct state-to-state confrontation. For two decades, this network allowed Tehran to challenge American and Israeli dominance, shape the politics of four Arab states, and build a deterrent capability that compensated for conventional military inferiority. Yet between October 2023 and December 2024, this carefully constructed architecture collapsed with stunning speed, leaving Iran strategically exposed and regionally isolated in ways that would prove decisive in the conflict to come.

To comprehend the magnitude of Iran's loss, one must first understand what the Axis of Resistance represented in operational terms. At its height, the network comprised Hezbollah in Lebanon—possessing an arsenal of 150,000 rockets and missiles, battle-hardened fighters with experience in Syria, and a state-within-a-state governance structure; the Houthis in Yemen, who had evolved from tribal insurgents to a force capable of striking Riyadh, Abu Dhabi, and international shipping lanes; an array of militias in Iraq, including Kataib Hezbollah and Asaib Ahl al-Haq, embedded within the Popular Mobilization Forces and capable of striking American bases; the Assad regime in Syria, providing the crucial land bridge between Iran and Lebanon; and Palestinian Islamic Jihad and elements of Hamas, offering access to the Palestinian cause.

This was not merely a collection of proxies; it was an integrated system. Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps-Quds Force commanders coordinated operations, transferred technology, and provided the advanced weaponry—precision-guided missiles, drones, and rocket artillery—that transformed these groups from annoyances into existential threats. The network operated on the principle of forward defense: by placing Iranian capabilities on Israel's borders and American bases within range, Tehran could deter attacks on Iranian soil while maintaining escalation dominance.

The strategy worked, after a fashion, for nearly two decades. It imposed costs on American occupation of Iraq, prevented Israeli normalization with Lebanon, allowed Iran to intervene decisively in Syria's civil war, and created a deterrent umbrella that protected the Iranian nuclear program from preventive strikes. Yet the same features that made the network effective—decentralization, deniability, and ideological commitment—also contained the seeds of its destruction. The lack of constraint on Israel, by mainly the United States, created the argument that the proxies were essential to prevent Israel’s dominance in the region. The genocide in Gaza became the most glaring failure of US policy in not being able to apply restraint on Tel Aviv.

The unraveling began in earnest in September 2024, though the groundwork had been laid in the preceding months of intensified conflict. On September 17 and 18, thousands of Hezbollah pagers and handheld radios exploded simultaneously across Lebanon—a cyber-kinetic attack unprecedented in scale and sophistication. The operation wounded thousands of Hezbollah operatives, including mid-level commanders, and shattered the group's operational security. The psychological impact was devastating: if Israel could compromise Hezbollah's communication devices so completely, what else had they penetrated?

The answer came swiftly. On September 20, Israeli strikes killed Ibrahim Aqil, a top Hezbollah commander wanted by the United States for the 1983 Beirut embassy and Marine barracks bombings. Then, on September 27, Israel launched the strike that would fundamentally alter the regional balance. A massive aerial bombardment targeted Hezbollah's central headquarters in Beirut's southern suburbs, killing Hassan Nasrallah, the group's leader of thirty-two years, along with multiple senior commanders.

Nasrallah was not merely a leader; he was the architect of Hezbollah's transformation from a militia to a quasi-state actor. His strategic vision had guided the group through the 2006 war with Israel, the Syrian civil war, and the complex politics of Lebanese sectarianism. His death represented what analysts termed decapitation—the elimination of a group's central leadership with the intention of disrupting organizational coherence and operational capability.

Research on terrorist group resilience suggests that older, larger, and well-networked organizations can survive decapitation strikes. Hezbollah possessed all these characteristics: with 25,000-30,000 fighters and reservists, four decades of institutional history, and deep Iranian backing, the group had the structural capacity to endure leadership loss. Indeed, this was not the first time Israel had killed a Hezbollah leader—Nasrallah's predecessor, Abbas al-Musawi, died in a 1992 Israeli strike, and the organization had adapted and grown stronger.

Yet the September 2024 decapitation occurred under uniquely unfavorable conditions. The group was already strained by fourteen months of cross-border conflict with Israel, having fired thousands of rockets and missiles since October 2023 while sustaining significant casualties. The pager explosions had degraded command-and-control capabilities. And the simultaneous elimination of multiple senior leaders—Nasrallah, Aqil, and others within days—created a succession crisis that paralyzed decision-making at the critical moment when Israel launched its ground invasion of southern Lebanon.

The Israeli invasion, beginning in late September 2024, encountered less resistance than anticipated. Hezbollah's famous tunnel networks and defensive positions, prepared over two decades, were systematically dismantled. The group's new leadership, hastily assembled under Nasrallah's cousin Hashem Safieddine, struggled to coordinate effective resistance. Within weeks, Israeli forces had advanced beyond the Litani River, reaching positions that threatened Hezbollah's heartland in the Bekaa Valley.

The decapitation had worked—not by destroying Hezbollah as an organization, but by disrupting its capacity for coordinated military action at the decisive moment. The group that had fought Israel to a standstill in 2006, that had saved the Assad regime in Syria, that had embodied the resistance ideology, was reduced to scattered cells and isolated rocket attacks. By early 2025, Hezbollah had been expelled from its strongholds in southern Lebanon, its military infrastructure devastated, and its political position within Lebanon fundamentally weakened.

The Fall of Assad and the Severing of the Land Bridge

If Hezbollah's decapitation wounded the Axis of Resistance, the fall of the Assad regime on December 8, 2024, severed its spinal cord. For more than four decades, Syria had served as the crucial link in Iran's regional strategy—the land bridge connecting Tehran to Beirut, the forward operating base for Hezbollah's resupply, and the platform for Iranian military presence within striking distance of Israel. The Assad regime's collapse came with shocking speed. On November 27, 2024, an offensive by Syrian armed groups, led by Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, triggered the rapid disintegration of government forces. Within ten days, Bashar al-Assad had fled to Moscow, and the regime that Iran had spent billions of dollars and thousands of lives to preserve had vanished.

The fall of Assad represented not merely the loss of an ally, but the collapse of Iran's forward defense doctrine itself. Without Syrian territory, Iran could no longer sustain Hezbollah through overland resupply. The famous Shiite crescent—the arc of Iranian influence stretching from Tehran through Baghdad and Damascus to Beirut—was broken. Iranian forces, advisers, and allied militias that had operated freely in Syria for a decade found themselves suddenly vulnerable, subject to attack by the victorious opposition forces or forced into desperate evacuation. The strategic implications were profound. As one analysis noted, the loss of the Syrian land corridor has been particularly damaging. It deprives Iran of its most efficient route for sustaining the Lebanese front and providing Hezbollah with logistical depth. Alternative routes—air transport through Iraqi airspace, sea routes through the Mediterranean—were costlier, riskier, and far more exposed to Israeli and American interdiction.

Moreover, Syria's fall signaled to the region that Iranian commitments were not credible. Tehran had declared Assad's survival a core national security priority, had invested massively in his defense, and had failed to prevent his overthrow when the decisive moment came. The message was not lost on other allies: Iranian guarantees were conditional, limited, and ultimately insufficient against determined opposition. The new Syrian leadership, emerging from HTS's victory, immediately moved to distance the country from Iranian influence. Damascus condemned Iranian attacks on Arab states, affirmed solidarity with regional neighbors, and signaled a desire to move away from axis-based politics toward restoring Arab relations. Iranian-linked forces were gradually withdrawn as part of new political and security arrangements. The Syrian population, which had suffered enormously from Iranian intervention during the civil war, greeted the regime's fall with relief and the Iranian retreat with satisfaction.

While Hezbollah was decapitated and the Syrian land bridge severed, the Houthis in Yemen presented a more complex case. On one hand, the group had demonstrated remarkable resilience and operational capability. Between November 2023 and late 2024, Houthi forces had launched hundreds of missiles and drones at Israel, maintained a maritime blockade in the Red Sea that disrupted global shipping, and survived sustained American, British, and Israeli military operations. The Houthis' autonomy proved both a strength and a limitation. Unlike Hezbollah, which operated under tight Iranian operational control, the Houthis had developed independent command structures and decision-making processes. When the June 2025 war erupted, they resumed attacks on U.S. and Israeli shipping within hours, requiring no authorization from Tehran. This demonstrated the distributed nature of the Axis—capable of action even when central command was disrupted.

Yet the Houthis' geographic isolation also limited their strategic utility. They could harass shipping and launch missiles, but they could not relieve pressure on Iran itself or provide the kind of integrated deterrence that Hezbollah had offered. The Bab al-Mandab Strait, while economically significant, was not the same as the Lebanese-Israeli border as a strategic pressure point. Moreover, the Houthi position was increasingly precarious. By late 2024, sustained military operations had degraded their capabilities. Israeli strikes on Yemeni ports and infrastructure in December 2024—killing nine at Ras Isa and Hodeidah, and striking Sanaa International Airport while a WHO delegation was present—demonstrated the vulnerability of Houthi-controlled territory to conventional airpower. The group's political control over northern Yemen remained firm, but its capacity for sustained offensive operations against distant targets was diminishing.

In Iraq, the network of Iran-backed militias presented a different challenge. Groups like Kataib Hezbollah and Asaib Ahl al-Haq had carried out over 170 attacks on U.S. military bases and assets between October 2023 and February 2024, demonstrating both capability and willingness to strike American forces. Yet the Iraqi government, caught between its alliance with Iran and its dependence on U.S. security guarantees and economic support, worked actively to restrain militia activities that might trigger wider conflict. The Iraqi militias faced a structural dilemma. Unlike Hezbollah in Lebanon or the Houthis in Yemen, they operated within a state that maintained formal relations with the United States and sought to avoid becoming a battlefield in an Iranian-American war. The Iraqi government's efforts to integrate the Popular Mobilization Forces into official security structures, while incomplete, created institutional constraints on militia autonomy.

When the 2025-2026 conflicts erupted, Iraqi militias participated in attacks on Israeli and American targets, but at levels below their potential capacity. The Iraqi state, however weak, provided a buffer that limited the full activation of this component of the Axis. The network that had once threatened to make Iraq an Iranian vassal state instead found itself constrained by the very state structures it had sought to capture.

The cumulative effect of these developments was the hollowing out of Iran's regional strategy. By early 2025, the Axis of Resistance existed more as a concept than as an operational reality. Hezbollah was militarily degraded and politically weakened. The Syrian land bridge was severed. The Houthis were isolated and under pressure. Iraqi militias were constrained by state politics. The network that had provided Iran with strategic depth, deterrence, and influence was in tatters.

This collapse had immediate strategic consequences for Tehran. First, it removed the buffer that had protected Iran from direct confrontation. For two decades, Israeli and American planners had been deterred from striking Iran directly by the threat of proxy retaliation—Hezbollah rockets on Haifa, Houthi missiles on Riyadh, militia attacks on American bases. With these capabilities degraded or neutralized, that deterrent was gone. Second, the collapse exposed Iran's conventional military vulnerability. The Islamic Republic's air defenses, missile forces, and naval capabilities were designed to complement proxy warfare, not to sustain prolonged direct conflict with American and Israeli forces. The strikes of April and October 2024 had already demonstrated the limitations of Iranian air defense against modern precision munitions. Without the proxy network to absorb and retaliate, Iran faced its adversaries alone. Third, the collapse undermined Iran's ideological credibility. The resistance narrative—the promise that Iran and its allies would ultimately defeat Zionism and American imperialism—had been a core legitimizing principle for the regime. The decapitation of Hezbollah, the fall of Assad, and the inability to prevent these disasters contradicted this narrative. The regime that claimed to be the vanguard of regional liberation had proven unable to save its closest allies.

As the Axis collapsed, the regional diplomatic environment shifted decisively against Iran. The Gulf Cooperation Council states, led by Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, had already begun a cautious rapprochement with Israel through the Abraham Accords. The failures of Iranian proxy warfare accelerated this trend, demonstrating that the resistance model offered not protection but devastation. The GCC states' hedging strategy—maintaining economic ties with Iran while building security relationships with Israel and the United States—evolved into more explicit alignment against Iranian regional ambitions. Saudi Arabia, which had engaged in direct talks with Iran in 2023 to reduce tensions, concluded that the Islamic Republic was a declining power whose proximity posed risks rather than opportunities.

Turkey, long a competitor with Iran for regional influence, moved to fill the vacuum created by Syria's collapse and Iran's retreat. Turkish support for HTS in Syria, economic engagement with the new Damascus government, and assertive posture in the Caucasus and Central Asia positioned Ankara as the emerging power in Iran's former sphere of influence. Even Russia, Iran's partner in preserving the Assad regime, demonstrated the limits of alliance solidarity. When Syrian opposition forces launched their November 2024 offensive, Russian air support was minimal and ineffective. Moscow, preoccupied with Ukraine and seeking improved relations with the Gulf states, offered Tehran no meaningful assistance in saving its Syrian investment. The message was clear: in a multipolar Middle East, Iran was increasingly alone.

The collapse of the Axis of Resistance represented not merely a strategic setback but a psychological shock to the Iranian regime and its supporters. For a generation, the forward defense strategy had provided a sense of momentum, of historical inevitability—the belief that time was on the side of the resistance and that the arc of Middle Eastern history bent toward Iranian dominance. The events of 2024-2025 shattered this narrative. The decapitation strikes, the fall of Assad, the severing of the land bridge—these were not temporary setbacks but structural failures. They revealed that the network Iran had built was vulnerable to precisely the kind of systematic, technologically sophisticated warfare that Israel and the United States could deploy. The asymmetric advantage that had defined Iranian strategy for two decades was negated.

This psychological shift had profound implications for Iranian decision-making as the crisis deepened into 2025. The regime faced a choice between retrenchment—accepting the loss of regional influence to consolidate domestic stability—and doubling down on confrontation in an effort to reverse the collapse through escalation. The death of Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei in early 2026, coming amid this strategic crisis, could trigger a succession struggle that pitted advocates of these competing approaches against each other. The collapse also affected Iranian domestic politics. The resistance economy—the regime's attempt to build self-sufficiency to withstand sanctions—had been justified by the promise of regional strategic success. As that success evaporated, the economic sacrifices demanded of the population became harder to justify. The protests that erupted in late 2025, driven by economic desperation and political frustration, reflected this legitimacy crisis.

The collapse of the Axis of Resistance marked the end of an era in Middle Eastern geopolitics. The strategy that had allowed Iran to punch above its weight, to challenge American and Israeli dominance without risking existential confrontation, had failed. The network of proxies that had extended Iranian influence from the Persian Gulf to the Mediterranean was degraded, dispersed, or destroyed. For the United States and Israel, the collapse presented both opportunity and risk. The opportunity lay in the possibility of a fundamentally reordered Middle East, freed from the threat of Iranian proxy warfare. The risk lay in the unpredictable behavior of a cornered regime, facing strategic isolation and potential domestic upheaval, with nuclear capabilities advancing and conventional deterrence eroding. The road to war in 2026 ran through this landscape of collapsed alliances and regional realignment. Iran, stripped of its proxy buffers and facing strategic encirclement, confronted a choice between accommodation and confrontation that would be resolved not in diplomatic chambers but in the missile exchanges and air strikes of the conflict to come. The Axis of Resistance was gone; what replaced it would determine the future of the Middle East.

The war that erupted in 2026 was, in many respects, the culmination of a two-decade crisis over Iran's nuclear program—a crisis characterized by accelerating technological advancement, shifting red lines, and the repeated failure of diplomatic frameworks to resolve fundamental disagreements over enrichment rights, verification protocols, and regional security architectures. The nuclear issue evolved from a proliferation concern into an existential confrontation, tracing an arc from the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action through its collapse, Iran's subsequent expansion of enrichment capabilities, and the final diplomatic impasse that preceded military action.

The 2015 nuclear agreement represented the high-water mark of diplomatic efforts to constrain Iran's nuclear program. Negotiated over two years between Iran and the P5+1, the JCPOA established a complex framework of limits on Iranian enrichment activities in exchange for sanctions relief. Under the agreement, Iran accepted a 15-year restriction on uranium enrichment to 3.67 percent, a cap of 300 kilograms of enriched uranium stockpiles, a 98 percent reduction in its centrifuge inventory, and the transformation of the Fordow facility into a research center. In return, Iran received access to frozen assets estimated at $100 billion and the prospect of reintegration into the global economy.

The agreement's architects understood its limitations. The JCPOA did not address Iran's ballistic missile program, its regional proxy activities, or its support for terrorist organizations. Its restrictions contained sunset clauses, with key limits expiring between 2025 and 2030. The verification regime, while intrusive by historical standards, did not provide the anytime, anywhere inspections that critics demanded. Yet proponents argued that the agreement had extended Iran's breakout time from two to three months to at least twelve months, creating a buffer for international response.

The election of Donald Trump in 2016 fundamentally altered American policy. Trump had campaigned on a platform of opposing the JCPOA, characterizing it as the worst deal ever negotiated. On May 8, 2018, he fulfilled this promise, withdrawing the United States from the agreement and reimposing comprehensive sanctions. The withdrawal was not merely a policy shift but a structural rupture in the diplomatic architecture. European signatories, committed to preserving the agreement, found their companies subject to American secondary sanctions. Iran, denied the economic benefits it had been promised, faced a choice between continued compliance without reward or gradual escalation of its nuclear activities.

Iran initially remained within the JCPOA framework, hoping that European efforts to circumvent American sanctions would preserve some economic benefits. By May 2019, however, Tehran concluded that European promises were hollow. President Hassan Rouhani announced that Iran would begin reducing its compliance with the agreement's nuclear restrictions, citing the agreement's provisions that allowed one party to suspend commitments if another party failed to fulfill its obligations. This marked the beginning of Iran's maximum resistance strategy—a calibrated, reversible escalation designed to pressure the remaining parties while avoiding the irreversible steps that might trigger military action. Over the subsequent months, Iran incrementally expanded its enrichment activities: exceeding the 300-kilogram stockpile limit in July 2019, enriching uranium to 4.5 percent in the same month, and activating advanced centrifuges previously mothballed under the agreement.

The period between 2019 and 2021 established the pattern that would define the nuclear crisis: Iranian expansion met by American pressure, punctuated by moments of acute tension that threatened to spill into open conflict. In June 2019, Iran shot down an American surveillance drone over the Strait of Hormuz, nearly triggering retaliatory strikes that Trump reportedly canceled at the last moment. In September 2019, drone and missile attacks on Saudi Aramco's Abqaiq facility—attributed to Iran despite Houthi claims of responsibility—temporarily knocked out five percent of global oil production and demonstrated the vulnerability of regional energy infrastructure to Iranian precision strike capabilities.

The assassination of Qasem Soleimani, commander of the IRGC-Quds Force, in January 2020 represented the most dangerous escalation of this period. The American drone strike at Baghdad International Airport killed Iran's most effective regional operative and a figure of immense symbolic importance. Iran's response—ballistic missile strikes on American bases in Iraq—caused traumatic brain injuries to over 100 U.S. service members but deliberately avoided fatalities that might necessitate further American escalation. Throughout this period, Iran's nuclear program continued to expand. By early 2020, Iran had accumulated over 1,000 kilograms of low-enriched uranium, far exceeding JCPOA limits. It had begun enriching uranium to 20 percent at Fordow, a technical step that reduced breakout time significantly. The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted verification activities but did not halt Iranian advancement.

The election of Joe Biden in November 2020 raised hopes for diplomatic revival. Biden had served as Vice President during the JCPOA negotiations and had pledged to return to the agreement if Iran resumed compliance. Yet the transition period proved contentious. Iranian hardliners, emboldened by Trump's maximum pressure campaign and skeptical of American reliability, pressed for continued escalation. In December 2020, the Iranian parliament passed legislation mandating expansion of enrichment activities to 20 percent and restricting IAEA access unless sanctions were lifted by February 2021.

Indirect negotiations between the United States and Iran began in Vienna in April 2021, with European intermediaries shuttling between delegations. The Biden administration sought a compliance for compliance arrangement: Iran would return to JCPOA limits, and the United States would lift sanctions. Iran demanded guarantees that the United States would not withdraw again, a sequencing of sanctions relief before Iranian compliance, and compensation for economic losses suffered during the Trump years. These positions proved irreconcilable. The American side could not provide legally binding guarantees beyond the term of the Biden administration; the Iranian side would not accept the political risk of compliance without assured economic benefits. Six rounds of talks produced incremental progress on technical issues but failed to resolve the fundamental sequencing dispute.

The election of Ebrahim Raisi as Iranian president in June 2021 hardened Tehran's position. Raisi, a conservative cleric with close ties to the Supreme Leader and the security apparatus, appointed a new negotiating team that demanded more extensive sanctions relief and offered fewer nuclear concessions. The Vienna talks continued fitfully through late 2021 but collapsed in March 2022 when Russia, itself under sanctions for the invasion of Ukraine, demanded exemptions for its trade with Iran. The failure of Vienna represented a critical juncture. For Iranian moderates who had advocated diplomatic engagement, the collapse confirmed their marginalization. For American officials, it demonstrated that the JCPOA framework could not be resurrected without addressing its fundamental flaws—sunset clauses, limited verification, and exclusion of regional issues—that had made it politically unsustainable in Washington.

Following the Vienna collapse, Iran embarked on its most aggressive nuclear expansion since the program's inception. This expansion occurred across multiple dimensions: enrichment levels, stockpile quantities, centrifuge quality, and facility development. In April 2021, Iran had begun enriching uranium to 60 percent purity at Natanz—a level that Tehran claimed was for medical isotope production but that had no credible civilian justification. By 2022, 60 percent enrichment had become routine, with Iran accumulating significant quantities of highly enriched uranium. This was a threshold with profound strategic implications: while weapons-grade uranium is generally defined as 90 percent enriched, the technical leap from 60 to 90 percent is far smaller than from lower levels. Once a state masters 60 percent enrichment, it has effectively demonstrated the capability to produce weapons-grade material.

The International Atomic Energy Agency documented this expansion with mounting alarm. By February 2023, Iran had enriched 87.5 kilograms of uranium to 60 percent purity—technically sufficient, if further enriched, for a nuclear weapon. By August 2023, this stockpile had grown to 121.6 kilograms. The total enriched uranium stockpile reached 4,486.8 kilograms by November 2023, more than twenty-two times the JCPOA limit of 202.8 kilograms. Iran also expanded its centrifuge infrastructure. Advanced centrifuges—IR-2m, IR-4, IR-6, and eventually IR-9 models—were installed at Natanz and Fordow, replacing the less efficient IR-1 machines limited by the JCPOA. These advanced machines enriched uranium faster and more efficiently, further reducing breakout time. By 2024, Iran had cascades of advanced centrifuges operating at multiple facilities, including underground halls at Natanz designed to withstand aerial attack.

The Fordow facility, transformed into a research center under the JCPOA, was reconverted to enrichment operations. Buried deep within a mountain near the holy city of Qom, Fordow presented a unique challenge: its depth and tunneling made it potentially invulnerable to conventional bunker-busting munitions. Israeli assessments warned that only American GBU-57 Massive Ordnance Penetrators could reliably destroy Fordow's centrifuge halls. Perhaps most concerning was evidence of weaponization research. While Iran had suspended formal weaponization work in 2003 under the Amad Plan, the IAEA reported in 2022 that it had found traces of enriched uranium at three undeclared sites—Turquzabad, Varamin, and Marivan—suggesting past activities that Iran had not disclosed. In 2023, the IAEA reported that Iran had failed to provide technically credible explanations for these findings and had not answered questions about the possible military dimensions of its program.

As Iran's capabilities expanded, the red lines that had defined international policy shifted accordingly. During the JCPOA period, the red line had been enrichment to 20 percent. By 2022, Iran had crossed this line routinely. By 2023, the new implicit red line had become enrichment to 90 percent or the accumulation of sufficient fissile material for a significant quantity. Yet these technical red lines were increasingly disconnected from strategic reality. Israeli intelligence assessments argued that Iran had already achieved nuclear latency—the capability to produce weapons quickly if the political decision were made. The question was no longer whether Iran could build a bomb, but whether it would. This transformed the policy challenge from prevention to deterrence, from nonproliferation to containment—a shift that neither American nor Israeli policymakers were prepared to accept publicly.

The Biden administration maintained that diplomacy remained the preferred path, even as it acknowledged that the JCPOA was no longer the reference point. Secretary of State Antony Blinken stated in 2023 that Iran's breakout time had been reduced to a few weeks—far shorter than the twelve months the JCPOA had achieved. Yet the administration resisted Israeli pressure for military action, arguing that strikes could only delay, not destroy, Iranian capabilities, and would likely trigger regional war. Israeli policy evolved more dramatically. The Netanyahu government, returned to power in late 2022, explicitly threatened preventive military action if Iran approached weapons-grade enrichment. Israeli officials argued that the United States had set a precedent with its 2003 invasion of Iraq and its support for nonproliferation that demanded action against Iran. The Begin doctrine—Israel's commitment to preventing any regional adversary from acquiring nuclear weapons, established with the 1981 strike on Iraq's Osirak reactor—was invoked repeatedly.

Between 2022 and 2024, Israel conducted a campaign of covert operations against Iranian nuclear facilities: sabotage at Natanz in April 2021 that destroyed centrifuge assembly halls, the assassination of nuclear scientist Mohsen Fakhrizadeh in November 2020, and subsequent strikes against facilities and personnel. These operations delayed Iranian progress but did not halt it; Iran's nuclear infrastructure proved resilient, with damaged facilities rebuilt and expanded.

The direct exchanges between Israel and Iran in April and October 2024 fundamentally altered the nuclear diplomacy landscape. The April 2024 Israeli strike on the Iranian consulate in Damascus, and Iran's unprecedented direct retaliation, demonstrated that the shadow war had entered a new phase. The October 2024 exchanges, larger and more destructive, confirmed that direct state-to-state conflict was now possible. These military confrontations occurred against the backdrop of accelerating Iranian nuclear advancement. By early 2025, intelligence assessments indicated that Iran had accumulated sufficient highly enriched uranium for multiple nuclear devices, had mastered advanced centrifuge operation, and had likely preserved weaponization knowledge from the Amad Plan period. The breakout time was measured in days rather than weeks.

The IAEA's February 2025 report painted a grim picture. Iran had failed to provide credible explanations for uranium traces at undeclared sites. It had denied access to key personnel and documentation. It had expanded enrichment operations at Fordow, Natanz, and a new facility near Isfahan. The verification regime that had provided confidence under the JCPOA had eroded to the point where the IAEA could no longer certify the exclusively peaceful nature of Iran's program. European powers, which had sought to preserve the JCPOA framework, concluded by early 2025 that the agreement was no longer salvageable. The E3 triggered the JCPOA's dispute resolution mechanism, leading to the snapback of UN sanctions in March 2025. This technical move had limited practical effect—China and Russia ignored the restored sanctions, and Iran had already proceeded far beyond JCPOA limits—but it symbolized the complete collapse of the diplomatic architecture.

The return of Donald Trump to the presidency in January 2025 brought the nuclear crisis to its terminal phase. Trump, having withdrawn from the JCPOA in 2018 and pursued maximum pressure through 2021, now faced an Iran that had responded to pressure not with capitulation but with massive nuclear expansion. The policy challenge had transformed: where in 2018 Iran had been constrained by the JCPOA, in 2025 it was on the threshold of nuclear weapons capability. Trump's initial approach combined renewed pressure with ambiguous signals about potential engagement. The administration reimposed comprehensive sanctions, designated additional IRGC entities, and threatened secondary sanctions against Chinese and Russian purchasers of Iranian oil. Yet Trump also indicated openness to a better deal than the JCPOA, suggesting that direct negotiations might resolve the crisis without military action.

Iranian leadership was divided in its response. Hardliners, ascendant after Raisi's election and the Vienna failure, argued that nuclear weapons were the only reliable deterrent against American and Israeli attack. Moderates, marginalized but not eliminated, warned that overt weaponization would trigger the very military action that the nuclear program was designed to prevent. Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei, whose fatwa against nuclear weapons had provided religious cover for restraint, faced mounting pressure to authorize the final steps toward weaponization. The diplomatic window that existed in early 2025 closed rapidly. Iranian demands—for sanctions relief as a precondition for talks, for recognition of its enrichment rights, for security guarantees that no American administration could provide—remained unacceptable to Washington. American demands—for total dismantlement of enrichment infrastructure, for permanent restrictions, for regional behavior changes—remained unacceptable to Tehran.

By mid-2025, both sides had concluded that diplomacy had failed. The Israeli strikes of June 2025, targeting Iranian nuclear and military facilities, represented an attempt to resolve the impasse through military action. The American intervention on June 21, joining the strikes with bunker-busting munitions against Fordow and Natanz, confirmed that the United States had accepted the Israeli assessment: only military force could prevent Iranian nuclear weaponization.

The decision for war in 2025-2026 reflected a particular strategic logic that had evolved over two decades of failed diplomacy. Proponents of military action argued that the alternative—an Iranian nuclear weapon—was unacceptable for several reasons. First, a nuclear-armed Iran would fundamentally alter the regional balance, providing Tehran with a shield behind which it could expand proxy activities without fear of retaliation. The stability-instability paradox would empower Iranian regional ambitions. Second, Iranian nuclearization would trigger proliferation cascades. Saudi Arabia had explicitly threatened to pursue nuclear weapons if Iran acquired them; Turkey, Egypt, and possibly the UAE would face strong incentives to follow. The Middle East, already the world's most volatile region, would become a nuclear tinderbox. Third, the Iranian regime's ideology—its commitment to Israel's destruction, its hostility to American regional presence, its support for terrorist organizations—made it uniquely dangerous as a nuclear power. Unlike other nuclear states, Iran might actually use nuclear weapons, or at least brandish them in ways that destabilized the region.

Critics of military action countered that strikes could only delay, not destroy, Iranian capabilities; that they would trigger devastating retaliation; that they would rally the Iranian population around the regime; and that they would set a dangerous precedent for preventive war. Yet by 2025, these arguments had lost political traction. The experience of two decades—diplomatic failure, Iranian expansion, proxy aggression—had convinced American and Israeli policymakers that containment was impossible and that delay through military action was preferable to acceptance of Iranian nuclear status.

The final decisions for war were based on intelligence assessments that remain contested. American and Israeli agencies concluded that Iran had made the political decision to proceed to weapons-grade enrichment, if it had not already done so covertly. They assessed that Fordow's enrichment halls were invulnerable to Israeli munitions, requiring American intervention. They warned that without immediate action, Iran would achieve a breakout capability that could not be reversed. These assessments were disputed by some intelligence analysts and independent experts. They noted that Iran had maintained enrichment at 60 percent for years without crossing the 90 percent threshold, suggesting deliberate restraint. They argued that weaponization would require additional time and detectable activities. They warned that intelligence on buried facilities was inherently uncertain, and that strikes might miss critical components or trigger environmental disasters. Yet the political dynamic favored action over restraint. The memory of intelligence failures in Iraq was outweighed by the memory of intelligence failures regarding North Korea. The precautionary principle, applied to nuclear proliferation, dictated action to prevent capabilities that, once achieved, could not be undone.

The nuclear impasse that preceded the 2026 war was not merely a technical dispute over centrifuges and enrichment levels. It was a fundamental clash of strategic interests and political ideologies that diplomacy could not bridge. Iran sought recognition as a regional power with indigenous enrichment capabilities, security against regime change, and relief from economic strangulation. The United States and Israel sought the complete dismantlement of Iranian nuclear infrastructure, an end to proxy aggression, and the transformation or containment of the Islamic Republic. These objectives were mutually exclusive. The JCPOA had papered over this incompatibility with temporary restrictions and economic incentives, but the agreement's collapse revealed the underlying reality. Iran would not accept permanent nuclear constraints without permanent security guarantees; the United States could not provide such guarantees without abandoning its regional allies and accepting Iranian hegemony.

The enrichment capabilities Iran developed between 2019 and 2025 transformed the technical parameters of the dispute. What had been a question of preventing weaponization became a question of reversing latency. What had been a diplomatic challenge became a military necessity, in the eyes of Israeli and American policymakers. The failed diplomacy of 2021-2025 demonstrated that the JCPOA framework could not be resurrected, but also that no alternative framework could be negotiated. The sequencing problem proved insoluble. The regional issues that the JCPOA had excluded had grown too prominent to ignore, yet too contentious to resolve.

When the strikes came in June 2025 and February 2026, they represented not a failure of diplomacy but its exhaustion. The nuclear impasse had become a zero-sum confrontation in which one side's gain was the other's existential threat. In such circumstances, military action appeared to both sides not as a choice but as a necessity—the only remaining instrument for resolving a dispute that diplomacy had proven incapable of addressing. The war that followed would demonstrate whether military force could succeed where negotiation had failed, or whether it would merely inaugurate a new and more dangerous phase of the Iranian nuclear crisis.

The transformation of the long-running shadow war between Israel, the United States, and Iran into open military confrontation in 2025-2026 was not the product of sudden impulse or accidental escalation. It was the culmination of years of strategic planning, intelligence coordination, and political calculation that gradually narrowed the space for diplomatic alternatives until military action appeared not merely preferable but inevitable. The decision-making processes in Washington and Jerusalem, the mechanisms of alliance coordination, the strategic assessments that shaped the timing and scope of operations, and the fateful choices that committed both nations to a war whose consequences would reshape the Middle East deserve careful examination.

The US-Israeli relationship that entered the 2024-2025 crisis was simultaneously stronger and more contentious than at any point in recent decades. The security partnership remained robust: American military assistance continued at $3.8 billion annually, intelligence sharing was extensive, and strategic coordination against Iranian threats had deepened through successive administrations. Yet political friction had accumulated, particularly regarding the appropriate response to Iran's nuclear advancement.

The Biden administration had pursued a strategy of integrated deterrence—combining military pressure with diplomatic engagement while seeking to avoid direct conflict. This approach satisfied neither Israeli hawks, who demanded immediate military action against Iranian nuclear facilities, nor American doves, who hoped for JCPOA revival. President Biden's personal commitment to preventing Iranian nuclear weaponization was genuine, but his assessment of the timeline for decisive action differed fundamentally from Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's.

Netanyahu had returned to power in December 2022 leading the most right-wing government in Israeli history. His coalition included religious nationalist parties committed to expanding settlements, confronting Iran, and resisting American pressure for concessions to Palestinians. For Netanyahu, the Iranian nuclear threat was existential in the most literal sense: a regime that denied Israel's right to exist, that armed proxies on Israel's borders, and that approached nuclear capability represented an intolerable threat that diplomacy could not address.

The strategic divergence between Washington and Jerusalem was not new—it had characterized the relationship throughout the Obama and Trump administrations—but it acquired new urgency as Iran's breakout time shortened. Israeli intelligence assessed that Iran could produce weapons-grade uranium within weeks and a deliverable weapon within months. American intelligence was more conservative, emphasizing the additional time required for weaponization and delivery system development. This assessment gap shaped competing policy preferences: Israel favored preventive strikes in 2024-2025; the United States preferred to maintain economic pressure and diplomatic isolation while reserving military options for later.

Between 2021 and 2024, the conflict with Iran operated primarily in the shadows—covert operations, cyberattacks, proxy skirmishes, and economic warfare that stopped short of direct state-to-state confrontation. This period allowed both Israel and the United States to degrade Iranian capabilities while avoiding the risks of open war, but it also created pressure for more decisive action as Iranian nuclear advancement continued despite these pressures.

Israel's covert campaign against the Iranian nuclear program achieved significant tactical successes. The April 2021 sabotage at Natanz destroyed centrifuge assembly halls, setting back Iranian enrichment capacity by months. The assassination of Mohsen Fakhrizadeh in November 2020 eliminated the program's chief scientist. Subsequent operations targeted facilities, supply chains, and personnel, creating a climate of insecurity within the Iranian nuclear establishment.

Yet these operations had limited strategic effect. Iran's program demonstrated remarkable resilience: damaged facilities were rebuilt with improved defenses, new scientists replaced those killed, and enrichment activities expanded to multiple sites to reduce vulnerability. By 2023, Israeli intelligence concluded that covert action alone could not prevent Iranian nuclear weaponization—that only direct military strikes against the entire nuclear infrastructure could achieve this objective.

The American approach emphasized economic pressure and diplomatic isolation. The maximum pressure campaign initiated under Trump continued in modified form under Biden, with sanctions targeting Iranian oil exports, financial transactions, and military procurement. Yet enforcement was inconsistent: Chinese purchases of Iranian oil increased, Russian cooperation deepened, and European efforts to maintain JCPOA compliance created loopholes that Iran exploited.

The shadow war also included cyber operations of unprecedented sophistication. American and Israeli cyber capabilities targeted Iranian industrial control systems, military communications, and nuclear facility operations. The Stuxnet attack of 2010 had demonstrated the potential of cyber warfare against nuclear infrastructure; subsequent operations were more extensive but less publicly acknowledged. Iran developed its own cyber capabilities, targeting Israeli water systems, American financial networks, and Saudi infrastructure in retaliation.

Proxy warfare remained the primary arena of conflict. Israeli strikes against Iranian and Hezbollah targets in Syria were routine—by 2024, Israel had conducted hundreds of airstrikes against weapons transfers, missile depots, and military facilities. American forces in Iraq and Syria faced regular attacks from Iranian-backed militias, though these were generally calibrated to harass rather than provoke massive retaliation. The Houthis in Yemen, armed and directed by Iran, threatened Red Sea shipping and launched missiles at Israel.

This shadow war served multiple purposes: it degraded enemy capabilities, signaled resolve, and provided options short of full-scale conflict. Yet it also created escalation pressures. Each successful Israeli strike provoked Iranian demands for retaliation; each Iranian proxy attack strengthened Israeli and American hawks who argued that only decisive action could end the cycle. By 2024, the shadow war was becoming unsustainable—either it would escalate to open conflict, or it would be abandoned in favor of diplomatic accommodation that neither side found acceptable.

The Israeli strike on the Iranian consulate in Damascus on April 1, 2024, represented a deliberate escalation that tested Iranian responses and American commitments. The attack killed Brigadier General Mohammad Reza Zahedi, a senior Quds Force commander responsible for Iranian operations in Syria and Lebanon, along with other high-ranking officers. By targeting a diplomatic facility—however much it served as a military command center—Israel crossed a threshold that demanded Iranian response.

The Iranian retaliation on April 13, 2024, was unprecedented in scale and character. Launching over 300 drones, cruise missiles, and ballistic missiles at Israel, Iran conducted its first direct military attack on Israeli territory from Iranian soil. The operation was telegraphed in advance—likely a deliberate effort to minimize actual damage while demonstrating capability—but its political significance was profound. The taboo against direct state-to-state strikes, observed for forty-five years, had been broken.

The American response to the April crisis revealed both the strength of the alliance and its limitations. The United States participated actively in defending Israel, with American aircraft and naval vessels intercepting dozens of Iranian projectiles alongside British, French, and Jordanian forces. This demonstrated that an attack on Israel would trigger American defensive involvement, even if not offensive operations.

Yet the Biden administration also restrained Israeli retaliation. When Israel proposed striking Iranian nuclear facilities directly, Washington opposed the operation as dangerously escalatory. The Israeli strikes of April 19 were limited to air defense and military targets, avoiding the energy infrastructure and nuclear sites that hardliners had advocated. President Biden reportedly told Netanyahu that the United States would not support or participate in a wider war, creating ambiguity about American commitments if Israel initiated major offensive operations.

The April 2024 exchange established several parameters that would shape subsequent decisions. First, direct strikes between Israel and Iran were now possible—the psychological barrier had been broken. Second, American defensive support for Israel was automatic, but offensive cooperation was conditional and politically constrained. Third, Iran's missile and drone capabilities, while substantial, were vulnerable to advanced air defense systems when arrayed against combined American, Israeli, and allied forces. Fourth, both sides had demonstrated escalation control—the exchange was violent but bounded, suggesting that limited conflict might be manageable.

Yet the April exchange also accelerated the timeline for decisive action. Israeli military and intelligence assessments concluded that Iran would accelerate its nuclear program in response to the humiliation of the failed attack and the exposure of its air defense vulnerabilities. The window for preventive strikes was narrowing; once Iran dispersed its nuclear infrastructure, buried additional facilities, or achieved weaponization, military options would become far more difficult and dangerous.

The period between April and October 2024 witnessed the most intense Israeli military operations against Iranian proxies, culminating in the decapitation of Hezbollah and the direct exchanges that set the stage for wider war. These operations reflected a strategic shift: from containment and deterrence to active degradation of the entire Axis of Resistance, preparing the battlefield for potential confrontation with Iran itself.

The Israeli campaign in Lebanon began with the pager explosions of September 17-18, 2024—a cyber-kinetic operation of unprecedented sophistication that wounded thousands of Hezbollah operatives and shattered the group's operational security. This was followed by targeted killings of senior commanders, culminating in the September 27 strike that killed Hassan Nasrallah and multiple high-ranking officials in Hezbollah's central headquarters.

The decapitation of Hezbollah served multiple strategic objectives. Militarily, it degraded the most capable Iranian proxy force, eliminating the threat of massive rocket retaliation against Israeli cities that had long deterred strikes on Iran. Politically, it demonstrated Israeli reach and resolve, sending a message to Tehran that its proxy network provided no sanctuary. Operationally, it prepared the ground for the Israeli invasion of southern Lebanon that began in late September, which would systematically dismantle Hezbollah's military infrastructure over subsequent months.

American coordination with these operations was extensive but deliberately obscured. Intelligence sharing provided real-time targeting data; diplomatic support shielded Israel from UN Security Council condemnation; military resupply ensured that Israeli air operations could be sustained. Yet the Biden administration maintained public distance, emphasizing American efforts to de-escalate while privately acknowledging that Israeli operations served shared interests in degrading Iranian capabilities.

The October 2024 exchanges—larger and more destructive than those of April—confirmed that direct Israel-Iran conflict was becoming normalized. When Israel killed Iranian personnel in Syria and Lebanon, Iran responded with missile barrages; Israel retaliated against Iranian military targets. Each exchange was larger than the last, yet each stopped short of the strategic attacks—on nuclear facilities, energy infrastructure, leadership residences—that would constitute full-scale war.

Behind these operations, strategic coordination between Washington and Jerusalem intensified. Military planners developed detailed strike packages against Iranian nuclear facilities, identifying targets, assessing damage expectations, and coordinating timing. Intelligence agencies shared assessments of Iranian readiness, leadership intentions, and potential responses. Diplomatic channels explored—without success—whether any combination of pressure and incentive might induce Iranian nuclear restraint without military action.

The election of Donald Trump in November 2024 fundamentally altered the strategic calculus in ways that would prove decisive. Trump's return to the presidency brought to power an administration simultaneously more hawkish on Iran and more skeptical of military entanglement than its predecessor—a combination that would shape the peculiar character of the 2025-2026 conflict.

Trump's Iran policy had been defined by the 2018 JCPOA withdrawal and the maximum pressure campaign. He had ordered the assassination of Qasem Soleimani in January 2020, demonstrating willingness to strike high-value Iranian targets. Yet he had also resisted full-scale war, calling off retaliatory strikes in June 2019 after Iranian downing of an American drone, and emphasizing his desire to avoid endless wars in the Middle East.

This contradictory posture—maximum pressure rhetoric combined with military restraint—created uncertainty about how Trump would respond to the escalating crisis. Israeli officials who had found Biden overly cautious hoped that Trump would provide clearer support for preventive military action. American military and intelligence officials worried that Trump's impulsive decision-making style might lead to either premature escalation or sudden abandonment of allies.

The Trump administration's initial months in office were characterized by intense policy debate. Hardliners—National Security Advisor Mike Pompeo, Secretary of State Marco Rubio, and CIA Director John Ratcliffe—advocated immediate military action against Iranian nuclear facilities, arguing that delay would allow Iran to achieve weaponization and that American leadership was required to prevent this outcome. Pragmatists—Defense Secretary Christopher Miller and Joint Chiefs Chairman Charles Brown—warned that strikes would trigger regional war, that Iranian retaliation could target American forces and allies, and that military action could not guarantee permanent nuclear prevention.

Trump himself oscillated between these positions. Publicly, he threatened the likes of which Iran has never seen if nuclear advancement continued. Privately, he questioned whether American interests required military action, suggesting that Israeli capabilities might suffice and that the United States should avoid new Middle East entanglements. His famous unpredictability—celebrated by supporters as keeping adversaries off-balance—created genuine uncertainty in Jerusalem about American reliability. Trump's vocalizations in signaling his intentions or displeasure were absent when it came to the genocide in Gaza, thus assuring Israel that the ally in Washington was there to stay.

The Israeli decision to launch strikes in June 2025 was shaped by this uncertainty. Netanyahu concluded that waiting for clear American commitment might mean waiting until Iranian nuclear capabilities were invulnerable to attack. Better to act while Israel retained military advantage, forcing American alignment through fait accompli rather than risking delay that might foreclose options entirely. The June 13 strikes were planned as an Israeli operation with American intelligence support but without prior American approval—a deliberate choice to narrow Trump's options and compel subsequent American involvement if Iranian retaliation threatened Israeli survival.

The Israeli attack of June 13, 2025, and the subsequent twelve-day war revealed both the strengths and the strains of US-Israeli military coordination. The initial strikes—targeting Iranian nuclear facilities, missile production sites, and military command centers—were planned and executed by Israeli forces with American intelligence support but without integrated command. This allowed Israel to maintain operational security and decision-making autonomy, but it also meant that American forces were not positioned to provide immediate defensive or offensive support.

Iranian retaliation came swiftly and
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