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The long road to war with Iran 
As Iran advanced 
technologically and as 
negotiations faltered, 
American policy met 
the Israeli doctrine 
of preventing hostile 
states from reaching 
the nuclear-weapon. 
The result became a 
war against Iran. 
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s the conflit with Iran reshapes 
‘global sccurity assumptions and 
crergy markets the debate n the 
United States has focused largely 

on why President Donald Trump chose 
warin the first place. Was it domestic 
polics,a desire to project strength,a 
‘miscalculation,orsor else? 
Suchexplanationsmay havemerit but 

theyrisk obscuring root causes The war 
wasless asudden decision than the cul- 

. -gmination of geopolitical processes that 
steadily removed alternatives to con- 
frontation,By the time the bombs start- 
ed flling, the decisive choices had al- 
ready been made during yearsof strate- 
gicdeleration. 
SOne of those choices was the first 

administration’s 2018 withdraw- 

ith Iranin 2015 to constrin ts nucle- 
arprogramme. A the time, Trump ar- 
‘ued that scrapping the JCPOA was nec- 
essaryto achieve a stronger agreement 
through economic leverage. America 
thensoughtoforce ran back toegotia- 

‘tions by cripplingits economy. 
Sanctions, of course, were not new. 

‘Even under the JCPOA, Iran feced signif 
icant restrictions for terroris ies,balls- 
tic missiles,and human-rights abuses. 
Continued pressure kept the door open 
for further negotiated relief But once 
the JCPOA was dead, sanctions operat- 
ed without diplomacy narrowing rath- 
erthanexpandingthe potentialfor com- 
‘promise. Sanctions not only weakened 
Iran's economy but also reshaped US 
perceptions ofwhat could be achieved. 
‘Aseconomic pressure ntensified with- 

out producing capitulation or regime 
change, policymakers faced a narrow- 
s 

‘Smoke rises after roported Iranian missile attacks as seon from Doha, Qatar, March 1. PHOTO/REUTERS. 

ingsetof credible options Eachfailed at- 

cepiont 
solve the problem, while simultaneous- 
Iyaligning American threat perceptions 
‘more dlosely with those of stael, which 
views mere nuclear latency (possessing 
the meansto createa weapon) as an un- 
acceptable risk. The result was 
not an immediate march 
toward war but agradu- 
alredefinition of what 
‘Trump came to see 
as strategically inev- 
itab 

ported progress, the stra- 
tegiclogic driving confronta- 
tion continued to harden. Following the 
collapse of the JCPOA, Iran continued 
todevelop its nuclear programme and 
reduced access to inspectors. This in- 
creased Iran's negotiating leverage with- 
out openly crossing the threshold to 
‘uilding a nuclear weapon,but the stra- 
tegiceffectwastheoppositeof whatIran 
intended Regardlessof ran'sintentions, 
each advance reinforced srael percep- 
tions of an approaching deadline and 

TRUMPENDS 
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tened theargumentin UScircles 
that diplomacy was losing credibility 
Measures o preserve negotiatinglever- 
ageinstead accelerated the strategiccon- 
vergencealready underway 
Israelipolicy 
‘e roadtovaralsoran through srae- 

li policy. For decades, Israels security 
doctrine has rested on prevent- 

ing hostile states from reach- 
‘ing the nuclear-weapons 
threshold.From the de- 
struction of Iraq's Osir- 
akreactorin 1981 to pe- 

longtermdeterrence. 
“This logic is shaped by ge- 

ography; history, and the pursuit 
of regional military dominance. Even 
with overwhelming military power 
and US backing Israelisecurity doctrine 
hastendedtotreat emerging risks s n- 
tolerable rather than negotiable. srae- 

Minister Benjamin Netanyahu 
has articulated this approach for dec- 
ades, always presenting a nuclear-ca- 
pable Iran as an existential threat rath- 
er than a manageable problem. As Is- 
racl moved to dismantle proxy threats 

following Hamas’s attack on October 
17,2023, confrontation with the state 
backing diffh- 

cement 
Isael securty docrine by majing pre- 
‘vention appear ever more difficult, re- 

policy. e e e has e Uy 
viewedasadiplomaticproblem cameto 
resembleasecurity deadline. 
Gulfstates 
‘The road to war ran through the Gulf 
states as well The rivalry between Iran 
and Saudi Arabia has long shaped re- 
gional security but the 2019 attacks on 
Saudiol acltiesat Abqaiq and Khurais 
exposed the Gulf states’ vulnerabili- 
ty The subsequent Houthi missile and 
drone strikes targeting Saudi airports 
at Abha and Jeddah, Saud Aramco fa- 
cilites,and, n 2022, fuel storage sites in 
‘AbuDhabis Musaffah industrial area re- 
inforced this point. United Nations re- 
‘porting concluded that the Houthis had 
‘used Weapons components consistent 

inviolation of embartoes. Thoneh far 
denied ifmolvement,the security of Gy 
emerpyinfrastructure had alreay bee, 
calledintoquestion. 
In response,several GulF states miyeq 

toward strategic alignment ith o) 
Urough the 2020 Abraharm Accorls, . 
fecting shared concern over frani 
gional influence. Of course, direct 
frontation with Iran remained 106 rij, 
for these trade-dependent economie. 
‘whose stability dependson unintermg; 
edenergy flavrsand global commerre. 
‘But closer alignment vith [stac ang 

reliance on US security guarantees | 
lowed Gulfgorrernments to Support cir, 
tainment,while avoiding the direct cos: 
and risks of confrontation. By the trm. 
hostilities began, Gulf leaders faced 
choice betieena confrontation shapec| 
by US power and a regional balance in. 
creasingly defined by Iranian capabil; 
tes. 
Over time, war began to 100k less lix.. 
‘escalation than like the path of least . 
Sistance. American and srach strates 
convergence,combined with Guif i 
‘management, made restraint increa: 

inglydiffclt sustain. 
Iran’s retaliation 

AS US and lsrael stikes have exparc 
‘ed, Iran’s retaliation has targeted Isre. 
licities, Gulf energy hubs such as Ras Ta. 
‘nura and Jebel Ali, US bases, and cor. 
‘mercial shippingacross the Stait o or 
‘muz.The conflict has rapidly becor 
theaterwide struggle. The consequenc 

operates through the Strai of Horru 
thenarmow passage linking e 
ficttotheglobaleconormy 
‘The global epercussions reflct faciors 

that were never purely regional. That 
why explanationscentered soley on 
domesti politcsfall short. Presiclrs 

tives may influence when lead 
act,but they rarely create geopolit 
“The structural alignment of intc 
amongallies and regonal actors 
ready reduced the range of alternat 
llable o decison makers The .| 
decsion appeared sudden only bece 
thetrajectory toward confrontation b | 
beenaccumulating foryears. 
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