The Path to War

From peaceful outreach to pledge of conflict.
Inside Barack Obama's struggle to stop an Iranian nuke.
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One year ago, Barack Obama convened his National Security in the Situation Room on the basement of the West Wing to talk about the war with Iran. He told his audience, “I will not hesitate to use force when it is necessary to defend the United States and its interests.” In his interview with Jeffery Goldberg of the Atlantic, he said, “As President of the Untied States, I don’t bluff.”
But a year later, Iran has yet to call his bluff.  Even as Obama has committed to using military forces to prevent Iran from getting a nuclear weapon, he has worked hard to avoid nuclear war.  Attacking Iran’s nuclear sites could cost American military and civilian lives, set off a wave of terrorist attacks, spike oil prices and sour the U.S’s relations with Muslims worldwide. So Obama has tried to slow or derail the Iranian program through the combination of diplomacy, sanctions and covert action. He has succeeded in pushing the timeline for war back at least 12 months. 

But eventually time will run out. As talks among Iran, the U.S. and other international powers ended inconclusively on Feb. 27, even optimists said Obama’s promise will be put to the test in his second term. The Pentagon has launched the largest buildup of forces in the Gulf since the run-up to the 2003 Iraq War, and Iran has boosted security around its nuclear sites and is reportedly handing out shoulder-launched missiles capable of downing airliners to loosely allied terrorist groups ion the region. Senior Congressional Republicans say they are expecting to be briefed soon on the options and consequences of a U.S. strike. 

Last year, Israel’s Defense Minster, Ehud Barak, threatened to attack Iran. In private to the Pentagon and the White House, Barak argued even more “aggressively that Israel had to strike,” says a former senator Administration official. Iranian leader Mahmoud Ahmadinejad had threatened Israel; allowing him to get the means to destroy it was unacceptable, Barak and other Israeli leaders argued. "There was a debate within the Administration over prevention vs. containment," says Dennis Ross, Obama's top Middle East adviser at the time. The U.S. had lived with nuclear adversaries before, and some argue that its vastly superior nuclear force could deter Iran from using its nuclear weapons. But the most compelling argument for Obama [to intervene] is that a nuclear Iran would spell the end of the international regime limiting the spread of nuclear weapons. 
For all the setbacks, though, Iran has continued to expand its nuclear program. In February it announced it was installing new, high-efficiency centrifuges at one nuclear facility. Ahead of recent talks in Kazakhstan, Iran's Supreme Leader, Ayatullah Ali Khamenei, gave a rallying speech to the Iranian Air Force, which would be hard hit in any U.S. attack. "Negotiations with America will not solve any problems," Khamenei declared. At this point, few in the West would disagree with that.

Former Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage once defined diplomacy as “saying ‘Nice doggy, nice doggy’ until you can find a stick.” And in that light, the U.S. is also building up other forces in the region. In early 2012, it expanded a military base in Kuwait, stationing two Army infantry brigades, or 15,000 troops, there. It has been operating a drone base out of Saudi Arabia. It has delivered long-range X-band missile-defense radars to Israel and Turkey and has reached an agreement with Qatar to deploy a system there too. The U.S. has reportedly asked the U.K. for access to bases on Cyprus, Diego Garcia and Ascension Island for use in an attack on Iran.

Secretary of State John Kerry, on his first trip abroad, warned that the failure of diplomacy could have "terrible consequences." He, like every current and former official interviewed for this story, believes Obama will resort to war if necessary to prevent Iran from getting a nuclear weapon. But only Obama knows for sure. In a speech last year, after ruling out containment, Obama said, "I have sent men and women into harm's way.                               I've seen the consequences of those decisions in the eyes of those I meet who've come back gravely wounded, and the absence of those who don't make it home. Long after I leave this office, I will remember those moments as the most searing of my presidency." One way or the other, as a former senior official says of the coming year, "we are entering the final stages of this drama.”
