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The Middle East is currently traversing its most volatile transformation since the mid-twentieth 
century, marked by a direct, high-intensity confrontation that has challenged the very definition 
of strategic security. Central to this escalation is Operation Epic Fury, a campaign that, while 
aiming to dismantle Iranian capabilities, has instead exposed the profound vulnerabilities of the 
U.S.-Israeli coalition. This paper examines the radical shift in American diplomatic and military 
doctrine as articulated through the Truth Social communications of President Donald J. Trump, 
specifically the demand for "unconditional surrender" and the introduction of the "Make Iran 
Great Again" (MIGA) framework. We analyze the dual reality of this conflict: a highly visible 
rhetorical layer of "total victory" contrasted against a strictly censored kinetic layer where 
military blackouts obscure the true scale of devastation within Israel and at U.S. regional bases. 
By synthesizing ground-level reports of defensive saturation with high-level policy shifts, this 
study explores the implications of a conflict where the "strategic depth" of the coalition—once 
thought unassailable—is being systematically compromised by sustained retaliatory fire and the 
collapse of the established rules-based international order. 
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1. Introduction: The Mirage of Unassailable Depth 

The opening phase of the 2026 conflict was defined by a Western narrative of overwhelming 
technological and strategic superiority. Operation Epic Fury was presented to the global public 
as a clinical exercise in dismantling the Iranian state's military reach through high-precision 
strikes and total air dominance. However, as the conflict enters its second week, the physical 
reality on the ground has diverged sharply from this scripted success. The concept of strategic 
depth, traditionally viewed as the geographical and military cushion protecting the Israeli 
heartland and U.S. regional assets, has been revealed as a fragile mirage. 

Rather than a one-sided dismantling of Iranian assets, the war has evolved into a grueling test 
of endurance where the coalition’s own "safe zones" have become the primary theaters of 
devastation. While the U.S. and Israel have successfully struck hundreds of targets within Iran, 
the retaliatory response—defined by massive, sustained barrages of ballistic missiles and suicide 
drones—has achieved what was once thought impossible: the saturation and periodic failure of 
the world's most advanced multi-layered missile defense systems. This paper argues that the 
current "unconditional surrender" rhetoric coming from Washington is not a reflection of a won 
war, but a high-stakes gamble intended to mask the mounting structural and psychological 
damage occurring within the coalition’s own borders. The military blackout currently in effect 
across the region serves a dual purpose: it hides the destruction of the Iranian state, but it also 
desperately shields the public from the sight of burning infrastructure and leveled 
neighborhoods in cities like Beit Shemesh and Beersheba, as well as the smoking ruins of 
forward-deployed U.S. installations. 

 

2. Operation Epic Fury: Aggression and the Reality of Retaliation 

The launch of Operation Epic Fury on February 28, 2026, was framed by the U.S.-Israeli coalition 
as a preemptive and decisive strike designed to neutralize the existential threat posed by the 
Iranian nuclear and ballistic missile programs. In the initial hours of the campaign, over 1,500 
precision-guided munitions were deployed against command-and-control centers, hardened 
silos, and the primary enrichment facilities at Natanz and Fordow. This aggressive posture was 
intended to shock the Iranian leadership into immediate submission, effectively decapitating the 
clerical regime's ability to coordinate a regional response. However, the operational reality 
quickly shifted from a surgical strike to a brutal war of attrition. 

The Iranian response, characterized by the launch of Operation Truthful Promise 4, 
demonstrated that the coalition's aggression had not achieved the intended paralysis. Instead, 
the retaliation was of a scale and sophistication that the regional defensive architecture was not 
prepared to fully absorb. Heavy ballistic missiles, including advanced hypersonic variants, were 
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fired in massive, synchronized waves designed to saturate the Aegis, Arrow, and David’s Sling 
systems simultaneously. This reality of retaliation has pierced the shield of the Israeli interior 
and struck forward-deployed U.S. assets across the Persian Gulf. In cities like Beit Shemesh, the 
impact of these "leaked" munitions has caused the collapse of residential structures and public 
shelters, revealing that the coalition’s aggressive opening did not provide the promised security. 
Furthermore, the retaliation has expanded to include the targeting of U.S. bases in Qatar and 
Bahrain, turning the very staging grounds of the coalition's aggression into vulnerable front 
lines. The conflict has thus evolved into a cycle where every U.S.-led escalation is met with a 
high-volume kinetic response that systematically erodes the coalition's strategic depth. 

 

3. The Rhetoric of Totality: Analyzing the "Unconditional Surrender" Mandate 

The diplomatic posture of the United States shifted abruptly on March 6, 2026, with the public 
issuance of an "unconditional surrender" mandate. This rhetorical pivot represents a departure 
from decades of incremental containment and nuclear non-proliferation diplomacy, replacing 
negotiation with a total-victory binary. By explicitly stating there will be "no deal" short of 
complete capitulation, the administration has effectively closed all traditional back-channels for 
de-escalation. This mandate is not merely a demand for the cessation of hostilities but a 
requirement for the total dissolution of the current Iranian political structure. 

The introduction of the "unconditional surrender" framework serves as a psychological tool 
aimed at both the Iranian leadership and the domestic U.S. audience. For the Iranian regime, it 
presents an existential choice between total collapse and a transition to a "Great & Acceptable" 
leadership sanctioned by the coalition. For the American public, the rhetoric of totality is used 
to justify the mounting costs of the conflict and the potential for civilian casualties in "previously 
off-limit" areas. However, this mandate also creates a strategic trap; by removing the possibility 
of a face-saving exit for Tehran, the U.S. has incentivized a "fight to the end" mentality. This has 
directly contributed to the kinetic saturation seen in the retaliatory strikes against the Israeli 
interior and U.S. regional bases. The rhetoric of totality, while projecting strength, obscures the 
reality that the coalition is now locked into a high-intensity war of attrition where the only 
defined "victory" requires the absolute erasure of the adversary’s sovereign identity. 

 

4. Behind the Blackout: Documenting the Devastation of the Israeli Interior 

The discrepancy between official military communiqués and the physical reality within the 
Israeli interior has reached a critical threshold as of March 7, 2026. While the Chief Military 
Censor maintains a strict prohibition on the live-broadcasting of missile impacts or the 
documentation of damage to sensitive infrastructure, reports from ground-level observers 
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describe a landscape of significant structural and human devastation. The legendary efficacy of 
the multi-layered missile defense system has been systematically challenged by the sheer 
volume and technical sophistication of incoming Iranian and Hezbollah munitions. In urban 
centers like Beit Shemesh, the failure of the defensive shield resulted in a catastrophic direct hit 
on a residential neighborhood, leveling a synagogue and its subterranean public shelter. This 
single event, resulting in the deaths of nine civilians, exemplifies the "leakage" problem that the 
blackout seeks to minimize. 

Beyond individual high-casualty events, the cumulative toll on Israeli infrastructure is becoming 
impossible to fully obscure. Current estimates indicate that over 1,500 buildings across the 
country have sustained varying degrees of damage, ranging from shrapnel-scarred facades to 
total structural collapse. In Beersheba, the intensity of the barrages forced the emergency 
evacuation of over 1,000 residents after multiple apartment blocks were rendered 
uninhabitable. The psychological and economic devastation is further compounded by a 
nationwide lockdown and the total closure of civilian airspace. While the government narrative 
emphasizes resilience and the "vast majority" of successful interceptions, the reality for those 
living in the target zones is one of constant exposure to heavy weaponry that has pierced the 
traditional safe zones of the Israeli heartland. The blackout functions not only as a security 
measure against Iranian damage assessment but as a political barrier, preventing the full scale 
of the internal crisis from undermining the coalition’s "total victory" rhetoric. 

 

5. Target: The Perimeter—The Vulnerability of U.S. Regional Bases 

The expansion of Iranian and regional retaliatory strikes to include the American military 
perimeter has fundamentally altered the geography of the 2026 conflict. Operation Epic Fury 
was initially staged from a network of advanced installations across the Persian Gulf, under the 
assumption that these sites possessed sufficient defensive depth to remain largely insulated 
from the theater of operations. However, the eighth day of the campaign has revealed that 
these bases—the primary staging grounds for the coalition’s air superiority—are now active 
front lines. U.S. facilities in Qatar, Bahrain, and the United Arab Emirates have been subjected to 
sustained ballistic and drone barrages designed to bypass the Aegis Ashore and Patriot missile 
batteries. 

The vulnerability of these regional bases is not merely a matter of kinetic damage but a failure 
of the "sanctuary" doctrine that has underpinned U.S. Middle Eastern strategy for decades. 
Ground reports indicate that the saturation of air defenses has led to direct impacts on 
maintenance hangars and runway infrastructure at Al Udeid and Isa Air Base. The military 
blackout surrounding these installations is even more stringent than that applied to the Israeli 
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interior, as the Pentagon seeks to prevent the public from seeing the physical degradation of its 
power projection capabilities. This shift has forced a logistical crisis, as the "secure" perimeter of 
the U.S. presence in the Gulf is being systematically targeted by an adversary that has 
demonstrated both the will and the technical means to strike the very heart of the coalition's 
regional command. Consequently, the "unconditional surrender" mandate is being issued at a 
moment when the safety of the American soldier in the field is at its most compromised level in 
the modern era. 

 

6. The Digital Iron Curtain: Connectivity Warfare and the Information Gap 

The 2026 conflict has introduced a new paradigm of offensive operations defined by the 
systematic severance of an entire nation from the global information ecosystem. As of March 7, 
2026, Iran remains under a near-total internet blackout, with domestic connectivity reported at 
approximately 1% of its pre-war capacity. This digital iron curtain is not merely a byproduct of 
kinetic damage to physical infrastructure but a deliberate component of the coalition’s 
connectivity warfare strategy. By dismantling the digital architecture of the Iranian state, the 
U.S.-Israeli coalition has effectively neutralized the regime's ability to coordinate internal 
security, manage domestic dissent, or broadcast a counter-narrative to its own population. 

This blackout has created a profound information gap that serves the strategic interests of the 
coalition while simultaneously obscuring the humanitarian reality on the ground. Without 
reliable data egress, the international community is forced to rely almost exclusively on 
coalition-sanctioned briefings or unverified leaks that bypass the digital blockade. This 
environment allows the rhetoric of "unconditional surrender" to proliferate without the friction 
of real-time visual evidence of the destruction within Iranian civilian centers. Furthermore, the 
digital siege has extended to the coalition's own domestic front, where strict military censorship 
in Israel prevents the sharing of "sensitive" footage of missile impacts. The result is a dual-
layered information vacuum: one side of the conflict is plunged into digital darkness to facilitate 
regime collapse, while the other is subjected to a managed narrative that masks the true extent 
of defensive saturation and structural devastation. 

 

7. MIGA (Make Iran Great Again): The Commercialization of Regime Change 

The introduction of the "Make Iran Great Again" (MIGA!) slogan represents a transformative 
shift in the language of American foreign policy, framing the total dismantling of a sovereign 
state as a developmental opportunity. By applying the vernacular of domestic political branding 
to a high-intensity conflict, the administration has signaled that its objective is not merely the 
neutralization of military threats, but the complete economic and political rebranding of the 
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Iranian nation. This framework posits that once "unconditional surrender" is achieved, the U.S. 
and its allies will act as architects for a new Iranian state, promising a future that is 
"economically bigger, better, and stronger" than the current reality. This commercialization of 
regime change serves to sanitize the devastating kinetic operations currently underway, 
presenting the "brink of destruction" as a necessary precursor to a Western-led recovery. 

However, the MIGA framework also introduces profound geopolitical risks by making the 
"selection of a GREAT & ACCEPTABLE Leader(s)" a non-negotiable condition for peace. This 
public rejection of the existing Iranian leadership—including the dismissive labeling of potential 
successors as "lightweights"—effectively terminates any possibility of an internal diplomatic 
transition. Instead, it commits the coalition to a path of external governance that has historically 
led to prolonged instability and power vacuums. By treating a complex civilization as a 
distressed asset to be "turned around" through military force and subsequent investment, the 
MIGA doctrine ignores the deep-seated religious and nationalist identities that define the 
region. Consequently, while the rhetoric promises a "great future," it simultaneously ensures 
that the current war must continue until the total erasure of the target state's existing political 
identity is complete. 

 

8. Saturation Tactics: How Iranian and Hezbollah Volume Overwhelmed the Shield 

The strategic pivot of the Iranian and Hezbollah command structures in March 2026 centered on 
the principle of kinetic saturation to neutralize the qualitative advantage of the U.S.-Israeli 
integrated air defense. By deploying synchronized waves of low-cost suicide drones, cruise 
missiles, and heavy ballistic munitions, the adversary successfully created a target-rich 
environment that exceeded the simultaneous tracking and engagement capacity of the Arrow 
and David’s Sling systems. This tactical shift moved the conflict away from individual precision 
strikes toward a volume-based attrition model designed to deplete the coalition's interceptor 
inventory while ensuring high-impact leakages into urban centers. In the Galilee and central 
Israel, the volume of incoming fire from Hezbollah has reached levels where defensive batteries 
are forced to prioritize high-value military assets over residential neighborhoods, leaving civilian 
infrastructure vulnerable to unmitigated damage. 

The physical result of this saturation is evidenced by the structural devastation in cities like 
Beersheba and Beit Shemesh, where heavy munitions have pierced the domestic shield to level 
entire apartment blocks. Ground reports indicate that even when interceptions occur, the 
resulting high-velocity shrapnel and falling debris have caused significant secondary damage, 
rendering over 2,800 homes uninhabitable in just the first week of Operation Epic Fury. This 
saturation strategy has not only compromised the physical safety of the Israeli interior but has 
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also been applied to U.S. regional bases, where the defensive perimeter has been pierced by 
swarms of munitions that have successfully targeted runway and logistics infrastructure. By 
overwhelming the technology meant to protect the coalition's perimeter, Iran and its allies have 
effectively erased the perceived immunity of the U.S.-Israeli rear, turning once-secure staging 
grounds into active zones of high-intensity destruction. 

 

9. The Censor’s Shadow: State-Managed Narratives vs. Ground Reality 

The administration of information during the 2026 conflict is characterized by a sophisticated 
decoupling of official state messaging from the kinetic reality experienced by populations on the 
ground. In Israel, the Chief Military Censor has enforced a comprehensive blackout that 
prohibits the publication of "sensitive" imagery, specifically targeting civilian or independent 
documentation of missile impacts that could reveal defensive vulnerabilities. This state-
managed narrative prioritizes the maintenance of national morale and the projection of 
defensive invincibility, often categorizing reports of "devastation" in the Israeli interior as 
psychological warfare. However, the proliferation of encrypted messaging and independent 
ground-level reporting has created a parallel information stream that contradicts the sanitized 
version of the war. While the official tally emphasizes a high interception rate, ground observers 
in cities like Beit Shemesh and Beersheba report the visible failure of the defensive shield, 
noting that the destruction of residential infrastructure is far more widespread than the "minor 
damage" acknowledged in press briefings. 

This shadow of censorship extends to the coalition's regional operations, where the damage to 
U.S. forward-deployed bases is shrouded in even deeper layers of classification. By restricting 
access to these sites and penalizing the "unauthorized" sharing of strike outcomes, the coalition 
seeks to prevent the adversary from performing real-time battle damage assessment. The 
resulting information gap is filled by the highly aggressive Truth Social rhetoric of President 
Trump, which uses the vacuum to frame the conflict as a series of unprecedented victories and 
imminent surrenders. This managed reality creates a dangerous feedback loop where policy is 
driven by a public narrative of "total success," even as military commanders struggle with the 
physical reality of kinetic saturation and the degradation of the regional perimeter. The censor’s 
shadow thus serves a dual purpose: it hides the vulnerability of the coalition’s strategic depth 
from the global public while simultaneously blinding the domestic population to the true 
human and structural costs of the "unconditional surrender" mandate. 
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10. From Containment to Chaos: The Risks of Forcing a Power Vacuum 

The shift from a policy of containment to a demand for unconditional surrender represents a 
fundamental restructuring of Middle Eastern power dynamics, one that risks precipitating a 
catastrophic regional power vacuum. By explicitly targeting the existing Iranian leadership for 
removal and dismissing potential successors as unacceptable, the U.S.-led coalition has 
committed to the total dismantling of the Islamic Republic’s administrative and security 
apparatus. This pursuit of a total-victory binary ignores the historical precedent of regime 
change in the region, where the collapse of a central authority often leads to protracted civil 
strife and the rise of non-state actors. The rhetoric of "selection" of a new leader from the 
outside further complicates this transition, as any figurehead installed by an invading force faces 
an immediate crisis of domestic legitimacy. 

The risk of chaos is not confined to Iranian borders but threatens to destabilize the entire 
"Resistance Axis" simultaneously. As the central node of this network is brought to the brink of 
destruction, its various proxies and affiliated militias in Iraq, Syria, and Yemen may fracture into 
independent, radicalized factions with no centralized command to restrain their kinetic output. 
Furthermore, the economic promise of the MIGA framework—making Iran "bigger, better, and 
stronger"—cannot be realized in an environment of total state failure where basic services, 
internal security, and the rule of law have evaporated. The current military strategy, while 
achieving tactical degradation of Iranian military sites, lacks a viable "day after" plan that 
accounts for the governance of eighty million people in the wake of an unconditional surrender. 
Consequently, the forced vacuum risks transforming the Middle East from a theater of state-on-
state conflict into a permanent zone of decentralized, high-intensity insurgency. 

 

11. International Law and the Targeting of "Previously Off-Limit" Areas 

The transition to a "total victory" doctrine has necessitated a re-evaluation of the legal 
constraints governing the selection of military targets. On March 7, 2026, the rhetoric 
surrounding the conflict shifted toward the potential for "complete destruction" of sites and 
"groups of people" that were previously categorized as off-limits under standard interpretations 
of international humanitarian law. This expansion of the target set is framed by the 
administration as a direct consequence of "bad behavior" and a necessary step to secure an 
unconditional surrender. By publicly entertaining the destruction of non-traditional military 
targets, the coalition challenges the established principles of distinction and proportionality, 
which mandate that attacks be directed only against military objectives and that the incidental 
loss of civilian life not be excessive in relation to the concrete military advantage. 
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The inclusion of these "previously off-limit" areas in the operational planning of Operation Epic 
Fury suggests a strategic intent to degrade the foundational societal and cultural pillars of the 
Iranian state. Critics and legal scholars argue that such a shift moves the conflict toward the 
territory of collective punishment, where civilian-adjacent infrastructure or cultural symbols are 
leveraged as kinetic bargaining chips. Furthermore, the military blackout facilitates this 
expansion by shielding the immediate aftermath of these strikes from international legal 
scrutiny and the Geneva-based mechanisms of oversight. While the U.S. maintains that its 
operations remain within a "highly aggressive" but legally defensible framework of self-defense, 
the public threat of "certain death" for new categories of targets represents a significant 
departure from the rules-based international order. This evolution in targeting policy not only 
risks immense humanitarian catastrophe but also sets a precedent for the erosion of sovereign 
protections during high-intensity regional wars. 

 

12. Conclusion: The Erosion of Hegemony and the Future of Regional Sovereignty 

The 2026 conflict marks a definitive departure from the era of managed Middle Eastern stability, 
signaling the potential erosion of U.S. and Israeli hegemony in the face of kinetic saturation and 
strategic overreach. Operation Epic Fury, while achieving significant tactical destruction within 
Iran, has simultaneously exposed a critical vulnerability: the inability of advanced defensive 
shields to provide absolute immunity for the coalition’s own strategic depth. The reports of 
devastation from within the Israeli interior and the strikes against the U.S. regional perimeter 
suggest that the "sanctuary" once enjoyed by these powers has been irrevocably pierced by an 
adversary willing to utilize high-volume, low-cost attrition. 

The "unconditional surrender" mandate and the MIGA framework represent a high-stakes 
gamble to restore this lost leverage through the total erasure of the Iranian state. However, by 
abandoning containment in favor of a total-victory binary, the coalition risks a future defined by 
regional chaos rather than a "stronger than ever" reconstruction. The military blackout and 
digital iron curtain currently in place may temporarily manage the public perception of the war, 
but they cannot indefinitely hide the structural degradation of the coalition’s regional standing 
or the humanitarian cost of targeting "previously off-limit" areas. Ultimately, the 2026 war may 
be remembered not as the moment Iran was made "great again," but as the moment the 
established rules-based international order collapsed, giving way to a new, more volatile era of 
Middle Eastern sovereignty where no depth is unassailable and no hegemony is absolute. 
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