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l. Doctrine and the structural position that produced it

Existential Imperative Realism reads state behavior as the product of survival logic under
structural constraint rather than the product of ideology, preference, or elite psychology. The
Islamic Republic's foreign and defense posture, read through this lens, is not an ideological
project of regional revolution. It is the doctrinal output of a specific structural position: a mid-
sized regional power, geographically encircled by US force posture and US-aligned states,
denied access to a full conventional military-technological stack by sanctions and export
controls, and facing an adversary coalition whose aggregate conventional capability exceeds its
own by at least an order of magnitude.

An actor in this position cannot pursue survival through conventional parity. Conventional parity
is the path foreclosed by structure. What remains is the substitute — the construction of an
asymmetric architecture that extracts coercive leverage from instruments the adversary
coalition does not field or cannot defend against at acceptable cost. Iran's doctrinal response to
its structural position was to build that substitute architecture systematically over four decades,
and to organize its survival strategy around the leverage the architecture produced.

This is the doctrine the present essay analyzes, names, and then examines under the
conditions of its collapse. The doctrine has a precise structural name: substitute parity. It is not
ideological posture. It is the rational output of a survival calculation performed by a state whose
access to conventional parity was closed.

Substitute parity rested on four pillars, each calibrated to impose costs the coalition could not
impose in reverse and each deployed as reserve capability rather than steady-state application.
The first pillar was the regional proxy arc: Hezbollah in Lebanon, Hamas and Palestinian
Islamic Jihad in Gaza, the Popular Mobilization Forces and affiliated militias in Iraq, the Assad
regime's residual structures in Syria, and the Houthis in Yemen. The second pillar was the
ballistic missile and drone inventory, configured as a multi-axis standoff strike capability against
regional basing, Israeli population centers, and Gulf infrastructure. The third pillar was maritime
leverage at Hormuz — the capacity to disrupt or close the obligate chokepoint for Gulf



hydrocarbon outflow without sustained kinetic action, producing coercive value through market
response to posture alone. The fourth pillar was nuclear threshold hedging — a latent weapons
capability maintained at the edge of breakout without crossing it, extracting bargaining leverage
from the ambiguity itself rather than from weaponization.

Each pillar was designed to impose disproportionate cost relative to its investment. A Hezbollah
missile inventory costs a fraction of the Israeli air-defense budget required to neutralize it. A
Houthi Red Sea campaign costs a fraction of the coalition naval deployment required to contain
it. Hormuz risk premium imposes economic cost on importing states at zero kinetic cost to Iran.
Nuclear ambiguity extracts negotiating leverage without requiring weaponization. The
architecture, taken as a whole, produced what conventional parity could not: a deterrent
sufficient to raise the expected cost of coalition action against Iran above the expected benefit,
across most of the decision-space the coalition considered.

This essay's central claim is that the substitute-parity doctrine operated successfully for four
decades, is now in structural collapse, and that the Iran that emerges from the Epic Fury
campaign is operating on a fundamentally different doctrinal basis — one the existing analytical
frameworks, including much of the project's own pre-war writing, did not anticipate. The rest of
the essay works through the doctrinal structure, the coalition pressure that broke it, and the
direct-endurance posture that has replaced it.

Il. The asymmetric arc as conatus in external architecture

The Global Realist project has previously framed Iran's survival under EIR in terms that align
with the substitute-parity reading. The project's analysis has described Iran as having
"constructed an ecosystem of resistance that compensates for its vulnerabilities," achieving
deterrence "not by military parity, but by omnidirectional retaliation — by the ability to strike from
many places at once." It has noted that for Iran, proxies function "not just [as] tools — they are
shields. Not to protect its territory, but to preserve its strategic relevance in a world that would
prefer it isolated and inert."

This framing reads the proxy arc as an external expression of the Spinozan conatus — the
striving of an organized system to persist. The arc was the operational form that striving took
under Iran's specific structural conditions. The pre-war writing was correct in its analytical frame
and correct in its assessment that the architecture functioned.

What the pre-war writing necessarily could not assess — because the test had not occurred —
was the architecture's behavior under direct coalition assault on the principal itself. The
substitute-parity doctrine was calibrated to deter coalition action against the Iranian state by
raising the expected cost of such action to unacceptable levels. It was not calibrated to sustain
Iranian survival after that deterrent calibration failed and the coalition action arrived despite the
cost.



This distinction is analytically decisive. A deterrent architecture and an endurance architecture
are different operational systems. A deterrent architecture holds capability in reserve to prevent
action; an endurance architecture expends capability in sustained operation to survive action
already underway. The substitute-parity doctrine was a deterrent architecture. The situation Iran
now inhabits — post-Khamenei, post-Epic-Fury, post-Hormuz-closure, under active naval
blockade — requires an endurance architecture. The architecture Iran actually possessed was
not designed for the operational mode it is now forced to operate in.

The remainder of this essay traces what happens to each pillar of the substitute-parity doctrine
when the deterrent calibration fails and the architecture is forced into endurance mode it was
not built to sustain.

lll. Pillar one: the proxy arc under direct activation

The proxy arc in its deterrent configuration was a distributed threat system. Its value was that it
could be activated — that any coalition action against Iran would face response across
Lebanon, Gaza, Iraq, and Yemen simultaneously, producing attrition and escalation pressure
the coalition would prefer to avoid. Its value diminished the moment it was actually activated,
because activation converts potential coercion into realized capability expenditure, and realized
expenditure can be measured, degraded, and ultimately exhausted in ways that potential
cannot.

The 2024 degradation of Hezbollah under Israeli operations was the first major compression of
the arc. The beeper-pager operation, the targeted elimination of senior leadership, and the
ground campaign in southern Lebanon removed Hezbollah's deterrent integrity without
destroying its combat cadre. The group remained armed, but the political-military apparatus that
had made Hezbollah Iran's highest-value deterrent asset — the assumption that any action
against Iran would produce a sustained, coordinated Lebanese northern-front response — was
materially weakened. By late 2025, the Hezbollah deterrent was partially hollow; the missile
inventory remained, but the command coherence and the credibility of sustained multi-front
coordination did not.

The 2026 Lebanon war that ran in parallel with Epic Fury converted this partial hollowness into
operational fact. By March 2, Hezbollah had resumed missile and drone attacks on northern
Israel, the first such operations since November 2024. Israeli estimates placed Hezbollah's
remaining inventory at approximately 25,000 missiles, 1,000 drones, and 3,000 fighters. An IDF
general characterized the Hezbollah decision to join as falling "into a strategic ambush."
Whether that characterization is correct or self-serving, the underlying operational picture is
clear: Hezbollah entered direct engagement with degraded inventory, degraded command
integration, and against an adversary that had used the 2024 campaign to pre-configure its
defensive posture for exactly this escalation.



The Iraqi militia component activated faster and at lower cost. Militias linked to the Islamic
Resistance in Iraq claimed drone strikes on US bases in Erbil, and Iran-aligned militia forces in
Iraq joined the coalition-pressure effort within the first week. But the Iragi component was
always the arc's lowest-capability pillar in terms of direct deterrent value; its activation added
attrition to US basing without fundamentally shifting the campaign tempo. The Iraqi activation
also produced a strategic cost that the deterrent calibration had not adequately priced: it forced
Baghdad into a position where the Iraqi state's own coherence — its capacity to maintain a
monopoly on armed force and to sustain independent diplomatic positioning — became a
battleground variable. The activation converted Iraq from a leverage asset into an exposed
flank.

The Houthi component revealed the deepest doctrinal tension in the arc. The Houthis initially
held back from the conflict, limiting engagement to protest mobilization and political solidarity
through most of March, a choice described by regional analysts as a calculated one fully
coordinated with Tehran rather than a sign of fracture. On March 28, the Houthis launched a
ballistic missile at Beersheba, marking the group's formal entry into the war, with subsequent
launches on March 30, April 1, and April 2. The delayed activation reflected a specific
calculation: the Houthis had reason to preserve their truce with Riyadh and Washington, to
conserve munitions inventory given constrained resupply, and to avoid drawing the high-
precision Israeli strike capability onto Hodeidah and their core infrastructure. Unlike Hezbollah
and the Iragi groups — which were Iranian creations — the Houthis predate Iranian support and
possess independent political existence that does not depend on Iranian architecture for its
survival.

The three-tier proxy response pattern — immediate Hezbollah and Iraqgi activation, delayed
Houthi activation, activation-then-exhaustion dynamics across all three — reveals the arc's
deterrent-to-endurance failure point. In deterrent configuration, the arc's value was the
possibility of coordinated multi-front escalation. In endurance configuration, the arc's value is
the actual sustainment of that escalation over time. The first is produced by holding inventory.
The second is produced by expending it. Iran's arc was optimized for the first function and is
being asked to perform the second, and the operational gap between those functions is where
the doctrine is breaking down.

IV. Pillar two: missile and drone inventory in sustained
expenditure

The missile and drone inventory pillar has fared structurally better than the proxy arc, but is
subject to the same deterrent-to-endurance compression. Pre-war IDF assessment placed
Iran's ballistic missile inventory at approximately 2,500 units with accelerating production. The
opening Iranian response to Epic Fury involved hundreds of drones and ballistic missiles
launched at Israel and at US military bases across Bahrain, Jordan, Kuwait, Qatar, Saudi



Arabia, and the UAE, with strikes also reaching Iraq's Kurdistan region, the UK Akrotiri base in
Cyprus, and civilian infrastructure in Oman and Azerbaijan.

Sustained expenditure at this scale against hardened air-defense coalitions produces a specific
attrition curve. Each salvo consumes inventory that Iran cannot replenish at combat tempo
under sanctions, production strike, and supply-chain disruption. The coalition's interceptor
inventory is also consumed, but coalition production is distributed across allied industrial bases
while Iranian production is concentrated at targetable sites. Asymmetric expenditure under
these conditions favors the coalition over time, which is the opposite of the relationship the
substitute-parity doctrine had been calibrated to produce.

The operational implication is that Iran's missile deterrent — the pillar that carried the largest
share of the direct-strike coercive load — functions as a deterrent only at its full pre-war
inventory. Every salvo expended against coalition targets degrades the deterrent's standing
value, and the coalition's campaign to strike production and storage further compresses the
inventory's floor. The use of B-52 bombers over Iranian territory to strike ammunition depots
and air bases in Isfahan is evidence of coalition targeting specifically calibrated to the inventory-
attrition dynamic.

The nuclear pillar has moved from hedging to destruction. The June 2025 Twelve-Day War
included American airstrikes on Iranian nuclear facilities, and Epic Fury extended that campaign
with targeting of nuclear sites as part of the declared campaign objectives of nuclear and
missile program elimination. The threshold-hedging posture required that the threshold remain
uncrossed and that the latent capability remain intact; coalition targeting of the program itself
removes the bargaining-chip function. The pillar has not merely been deployed; it has been
structurally compromised as a reserve asset.

The Hormuz pillar, analyzed in detail in the compound-chokepoint thesis, has been directly
deployed rather than held in reserve. This is the pillar whose deployment has produced the
most successful coercive effect of any of the four — the largest monthly oil-price increase on
record in March 2026 and the largest disruption to world energy supply since the 1970s — but
the deployment has also drawn the coalition's most concentrated enforcement response, with
the US naval blockade of Iranian ports now operating as the coercive counterweight.

Across all four pillars of the substitute-parity architecture, the pattern is consistent: deterrent
capability held in reserve was high-value; the same capability deployed in active operation is
being consumed at a rate that exceeds Iran's replenishment capacity, against a coalition whose
coordinated military, economic, and informational resources are substantially larger than any
single pillar was calibrated to counter. The architecture is being spent down.

V. The succession variable: from doctrine to direct personal
authority



The substitute-parity doctrine was operated by a specific institutional apparatus whose structure
mattered to the doctrine's coherence. Ayatollah Ali Khamenei was the apparatus's load-bearing
node — not because he was the doctrine's author, but because he was the authority capable of
coordinating across the IRGC, the Assembly of Experts, the diplomatic establishment, and the
clerical hierarchy in a way that held the four pillars together as a single system.

Khamenei's assassination in the opening strikes of February 28, 2026 removed the load-
bearing node. What followed was a succession process whose structural features matter more
than its personalities.

The IRGC moved on the succession process aggressively: bypassing attempts at the formal
electoral route on February 28 itself, then pressuring Assembly of Experts members through
"repeated contacts and psychological and political pressure" beginning March 3, leading to an
online Assembly meeting that day. On March 9, Mojtaba Khamenei was announced as the third
Supreme Leader, reportedly receiving 59 of 88 votes.

Mojtaba does not possess the religious credentials traditionally required of a Supreme Leader.
He is a mid-level cleric who has published no scholarly work, and no marja-al taglid confirmed
his juristic authority. This matters structurally because the velayat-e fagih doctrine rests on the
supreme leader being a recognized religious authority; the institutional legitimacy of the office
depends on that recognition. Mojtaba's elevation proceeded through security-institutional
backing rather than clerical qualification, which means the office itself has been reconstituted on
a different basis.

The appointment of former IRGC commander Mohammad Bagher Zolghadr to head the
Supreme National Security Council, following Ali Larijani's killing, narrows the regime's decision-
making core around security figures with fewer hybrid or mediating profiles. The post-
succession order is not preserving the prior regime's balance; it is consolidating a harder, more
security-driven core.

As of late April, Mojtaba has not appeared publicly since his elevation. Statements are read out
on national television or posted on social media, with Al-generated videos being used for
messaging, fueling speculation that the new supreme leader is incapacitated or abroad. Per Ali
Vaez of the International Crisis Group, "Mojtaba is not in a state where he can actually make
critical decisions or micromanage the talks," but "the system is using him to get final approval
for key broad decisions."

The structural reading: the succession has produced a regime whose symbolic leadership is a
protective fiction and whose actual decision-making has migrated to the IRGC and the Supreme
National Security Council. The velayat-e faqih architecture that coordinated the substitute-parity
doctrine has been replaced by a security-apparatus architecture that is executing the
endurance posture. This is not the same regime, and it is not operating the same doctrine.



The implication for regional behavior is direct. The pre-war regime's doctrine rested on
calibrated escalation management, reserve capability, and bargaining through ambiguity. The
post-war regime's doctrine rests on what the security apparatus can sustain operationally, what
the Hormuz blockade can extract diplomatically, and what proxy-arc remnants can be
coordinated under degraded command. The regime is less capable of calibrated statecraft and
more reliant on crude leverage. This matters for every Middle East pressure cell the dashboard
tracks.

VI. From substitute parity to direct endurance

The shift from substitute parity to direct endurance is the doctrinal transition this essay names.
It is worth stating its structural features precisely, because it is the frame through which all
subsequent Iran-related analysis should be read.

Substitute parity operated through reserve capability. Its deterrent value came from holding
pillars intact, not from expending them. Direct endurance operates through active expenditure.
Its value comes from how long Iran can sustain operational tempo against coalition pressure
before one of four failure modes occurs: inventory exhaustion, regime fragmentation, economic
collapse, or forced settlement.

Substitute parity operated through calibrated ambiguity. Hormuz closure was threatened but
not executed; nuclear weaponization was approached but not crossed; proxy escalation was
signaled but not activated to full capacity. Direct endurance operates through executed action
under visible constraint. Hormuz is closed; nuclear facilities are struck; proxies are expending
inventory in active combat. The ambiguity that produced bargaining leverage has been
resolved, and resolved ambiguity loses its leverage function.

Substitute parity operated through distributed risk. The arc spread Iran's retaliation capacity
across Lebanon, Iraq, Yemen, and Gaza, complicating attribution and forcing coalition attention
to multiple theaters simultaneously. Direct endurance operates through concentrated
exposure. The arc's nodes are now identified, targeted, and compressed; Iran itself is the
primary theater rather than a concealed principal behind distributed agents.

Substitute parity operated through coalition cost-raising. Its purpose was to make coalition
action against Iran expensive enough to be deterred. Direct endurance operates through
coalition cost-matching. Its purpose is to make Iranian absorption of coalition pressure
survivable until coalition political endurance reaches its limit. The first is offense-by-deterrent;
the second is defense-by-attrition.

This transition is not a choice Iran made. It is the structural consequence of the deterrent's
failure. When the coalition executed Epic Fury despite the substitute-parity architecture, the
deterrent was falsified as a deterrent. It did not deter. What remained of the architecture was



repurposed into whatever sustained pressure it could generate in an endurance contest the
architecture had not been designed to fight.

The EIR frame reads this as the normal behavior of a survival organism under extreme
structural pressure. Conatus does not cease when the optimized strategy fails; it reorganizes
around whatever capability remains. Iran is performing that reorganization in real time. The
post-succession consolidation around the IRGC, the Hormuz closure as the highest-leverage
remaining asset, the selective-transit regime that converts closure into bilateral coercion, the
Russian and Chinese diplomatic positioning that prolongs the conflict without resolving it —
these are not strategic choices in the substitute-parity sense. They are survival reflexes
expressed through the remaining architecture.

VII. Implications for the Middle East theater

Several analytical consequences follow from the substitute-parity-to-direct-endurance transition,
and each maps to a pressure cell the Middle East theater page tracks.

Proxy-arc behavior is no longer a leading indicator of Iranian strategic intent. In the
substitute-parity era, proxy activity was the readable signal of Iranian calibration. A restrained
Hezbollah posture meant Iran was holding leverage in reserve; an active Houthi campaign
meant Iran was applying pressure short of direct engagement. In the direct-endurance era,
proxy activity is a lagging indicator of arc-remnant availability. Hezbollah inventory expenditure,
Houthi missile tempo, and Iraqi militia activation reflect what the arc can still sustain rather than
what Tehran is choosing to deploy. The analytical weight placed on proxy activity as a signal of
Iranian strategy must be substantially reduced.

Hormuz leverage is operating at its ceiling and cannot be further escalated without
crossing thresholds Iran cannot sustain. The Strait is closed; the selective-transit regime
has been extended to the maximum set of hedging states Iran can grant permissions to without
undermining its own blockade signal; the war-risk premium is elevated; the Cape route is
absorbing rerouted cargoes. The next escalation step — full kinetic denial including mining and
sustained interdiction — draws full coalition response and accelerates the consumption of
Iranian naval and missile assets that are the endurance architecture's remaining teeth. Hormuz
leverage is near its deployable maximum.

The nuclear variable has been removed from the bargaining table. Pre-war, nuclear
ambiguity was the highest-value long-term Iranian asset. Post-Epic-Fury, the program has been
struck, the threshold-hedging posture has been falsified as a deterrent, and the remaining
question is whether Iran pursues open weaponization as an endurance measure or whether the
program has been degraded beyond near-term reconstitution. Neither path restores the
bargaining-leverage function the ambiguity had previously performed.



Regime-coherence is now the primary independent variable. Under substitute parity,
regime coherence was assumed as a precondition and the doctrine's external expression was
the analytical object. Under direct endurance, regime coherence is the fragile variable whose
trajectory determines everything else. A Mojtaba succession that consolidates IRGC dominance
produces one endurance trajectory; factional fragmentation produces another; elite defection or
military fracture produces a third. The succession analysis above suggests the IRGC-
consolidation path is the current trajectory, but the absence of Mojtaba from public view
introduces genuine uncertainty about whether that consolidation holds under further coalition
pressure.

The coalition's political endurance is the mirror variable. Direct endurance is a two-sided
contest. Iran's capacity to absorb pressure is one side; the coalition's capacity to sustain
pressure is the other. US domestic political tolerance for a prolonged blockade, European
willingness to absorb energy-price effects, Gulf-state willingness to continue hosting the
operational infrastructure, and Israeli political bandwidth for a multi-front campaign are the
matching endurance variables. The substitute-parity doctrine was optimized to force the
coalition's endurance variable below its threshold before Iran's pressure-absorption variable
was exhausted. The direct-endurance posture is optimized for the same outcome by different
means. Which side's endurance threshold is reached first is the decisive variable for the war's
settlement geometry.

VIIl. The Middle East theater under direct-endurance
conditions

The compound-chokepoint thesis established that the Hormuz—Bab el-Mandeb system is the
theater's structural base variable. This essay establishes that the actor applying pressure at that
system has undergone a doctrinal transition that changes how that pressure is generated and
sustained. Taken together, the two analyses produce the following operational reading of the
Middle East theater as of April 2026.

The theater is not operating in the deterrence register that prevailed from roughly 1988 through
2025. It is operating in an active-war register in which the principal regional adversary is
attempting to convert its residual asymmetric architecture into sustained endurance pressure,
while the coalition is attempting to collapse that architecture before Iran can stabilize the
endurance posture. The pressure cells — chokepoint stress, oil benchmarks, insurance risk,
LNG routing, proxy activity — are the readouts of that contest.

The theater's near-term equilibrium depends on which side reaches its endurance threshold
first. If Iran stabilizes the IRGC-consolidation path, maintains Hormuz leverage, and sustains
enough proxy-arc activity to prevent coalition political consolidation, the endurance contest

extends. If coalition pressure accelerates regime fragmentation, exhausts arc inventory, and
forces Iranian acceptance of a settlement that reopens Hormuz on coalition-favorable terms,



the direct-endurance posture collapses and the regional balance reorganizes around the
coalition's post-conflict terms.

Neither outcome restores the pre-war doctrinal architecture. The substitute-parity era has
ended. Whatever emerges from the Iran-war settlement will operate on a different doctrinal
basis, and the Middle East pressure cells will be priced against that new basis rather than
against the architecture the 2023-2025 analysis was calibrated for.

The recurring dashboard signal readers should watch for, across every Middle East pressure
cell, is which side's endurance variable is compressing fastest. That compression — not the
capability measurements, not the rhetorical exchanges, not the diplomatic tempo — is the
decisive variable. Direct-endurance contests are decided by which system's coherence fails
first. The theater is currently running that test in real time.

Companion position within the Tier 4 anchor set

This essay operates alongside the Hormuz—Bab el-Mandeb compound thesis as the Middle
East theater's paired structural anchor set. The compound thesis establishes the geography
through which pressure transmits. This essay establishes the doctrine through which the
principal actor generates and sustains that pressure. Readers coming off theater-page
pressure-cell events can land on either piece and find the frame through which to read the
event: if the event is chokepoint, LNG, insurance, or benchmark pricing, the compound thesis is
primary; if the event is proxy activation, regime signaling, succession movement, or arc-
degradation indicator, this essay is primary. Both pieces operate inside the EIR framework's
treatment of states as survival organisms whose behavior is legible through conatus, structural
pressure, and the architecture of endurance under threat.
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