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WASHINGTON — Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton, just last week, proclaimed that the world was entering “a new American moment when our global leadership is essential.”

Presumably, that’s good news. But when it comes to leading, the task involves clarity, and on Iran’s sprint toward a nuclear weapon, there’s reason to see the Obama administration heading into confusion.

With Iran now estimated to be in possession of enough low-enriched uranium to produce, with further enrichment, two nuclear weapons, and administration officials saying manufacturing one would take the mullahs about a year, American policy is hard-pressed to be credible.

Either the administration is demonstrating a new toughness, or it has once again decided to reach out a diplomatic hand in Iran’s direction.

People who heard President Barack Obama out on the subject here last month left a meeting divided about which of those notions he has in mind.

If this is a new American Moment, the administration’s approach to Iran appears to be providing its friends with at least as much uncertainty as motivation and resolve.

Talking to a small group of journalists and commentators at the White House early in August, Mr. Obama clearly sought to portray himself as holding the Iran issue in firm hands. The yield, instead, was two conflicting descriptions of his intent — in one case, more groping for diplomatic leads, in the other, no new diplomacy but an increasingly pugnacious stance — from two experienced writers, each with good administration contacts, who published their opposing accounts a couple of days apart on the opinion pages of The Washington Post.

What that suggests is that the president’s presentation was too imprecise to allow a single undisputed notion to emerge from the briefing on how willing Mr. Obama is to confront Iran.

A high official from an allied European nation, speaking from his capital on the basis of his country’s independent information, described America’s plans as unclear, and said to me, “Anything at this stage that could introduce a doubt in Iran’s mind about our purpose and lead to a further loss of time will be disastrous.”

The description by Robert Kagan of the president’s new toughness (that might hopefully intimidate the Iranians) is intriguing because it follows a series of not necessarily coincidental warnings from Americans to the mullahs starting in July.

First, Leon E. Panetta, director of the Central Intelligence Agency, said that new sanctions would probably not be sufficient to back Iran away from its nuclear weapons drive. A predecessor as C.I.A. chief, Michael V. Hayden, then described the likelihood of a military strike on Iran as rising, and suggested it might not be the worst “of all possible outcomes.”

When Adm. Mike Mullen, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was subsequently asked whether the United States had an attack plan for Iran, he replied, for the first time, “We do.” Add to this list an article by Bruce O. Riedel, another former C.I.A. officer, with ongoing ties to the agency, arguing that Washington ought to act now and sell Israel nuclear powered submarines with missile capabilities.

The problem with evaluating the tough talk, which preceded Mr. Obama’s meeting with the writers, was that nothing was reported among the president’s comments to match it in substance or tonality.

I asked George Perkovich, vice president for studies and director for nuclear policy at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, how real or effective the seemingly combative diction sounded to him.

His answer: these attempts “have no effect on Iran. It appears to me that this is done less to scare Iran than to silence critics on talk radio here in America. It would be desirable for the United States to have credible use of force in relation to Iran, but in my view we do not.”

So what to think of the version of Mr. Obama’s August conversation that has him putting talks with Iran firmly back on the table? I have talked to people who say the Americans are testing out possible new approaches to Iran in informal contacts with friends outside the United States.

But what the president was quoted as saying suggests less of an attempt at the finality of a new American Moment than another turn through the loops of process — a favorite Iranian terrain.

According to Mr. Obama: “It is very important to put before the Iranians a clear set of steps that we would consider sufficient to show they are not pursuing nuclear weapons. They should know what they can say ‘yes’ to.”

Got it now? Not sure?

The author of the Obama-wants-new-talks version, David Ignatius, referred to a senior official explaining to the president’s guests that the current sanctions effort was a way of influencing Iran’s “cost-benefit analysis.” Mr. Ignatius added, warily, that the president was “uncertain” himself about how much the mullahs weigh the cost-benefits of a nuclear policy that appears bent on enabling Iran to build a nuclear bomb.

If the president is uncertain, that’s human. But why offer Tehran (and American allies) new evidence of American indecision?

In contrast, Tony Blair had a couple of things to say on the subject while plugging his new book on American television. Mr. Obama, who returned to Britain a bust of Winston Churchill displayed in the Oval Office during his predecessor’s administration, surely does not consider Mr. Blair a role model, but the former prime minister took care to be clear not to create room for contradictory interpretations last week.

In response to the argument that an Iran with a nuclear weapon isn’t the end of the world, Mr. Blair replied, “All I know is, if I were a decision maker, I wouldn’t take the risk. I would tell them they can’t have it.”

Which is what the Israelis have already done. Without saying as much, issuing an ultimatum, or even resorting to the tattered diplomatic phrase that the mullahs’ nuke is “unacceptable” — a word he hasn’t used lately — Mr. Obama’s unintended Iran message may come across that rather than being essential, American leadership is difficult to detect.
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