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The Psychological Origins 

of Preventive War
JONATHAN RENSHON

Introduction
One of the most startling and controversial aspects of the Bush Doctrine is its 
reliance on preventive action. It is this feature of the Doctrine as much as any 
other that has elicited fervent opinions on either side of the ideological divide. 
!e stated reason for this policy of prevention was a con"uence of threats: cat-
astrophic terrorism, proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMDs), 
and “rogue states.” However, not one of these three threats was a new feature 
of the international system, or a consequence of the terrorist attacks on the 
United States on September 11, 2001. In fact, these threats very obviously pre-
dated President George W. Bush’s administration. !e core of the issue then 
is, why this policy, and why now?

!e policy of prevention has been traced to 9/11, to President Bush’s per-
sonality, and even to a supposed obsession with removing Saddam Hussein 
from power. However, these explanations are simply not convincing. If it were 
Bush’s personality alone, then we could have expected a drastic shi# in for-
eign policy immediately upon his election to the presidency in 2000; if it were 
only 9/11, then why did the policy take a full one year to emerge a#er the ter-
rorist attacks; and if it were only a rationalization for removing Hussein from 
power, then why would the administration have wasted time with a war in 
Afghanistan, and another full year of diplomacy before the Iraq War? 

In fact, the best explanation for President Bush’s policy of prevention must 
encompass both psychological and strategic factors; alone, neither is su$-
cient. And the best way to understand how these factors led to the policy of 
prevention is to think about it in context of other similar decisions. While the 
adoption of prevention as part of a “grand strategy” may be unique in history, 
preventive action itself is not. 

!is chapter addresses the issues of preventive war and the Bush Doctrine 
by focusing on the psychological motivations for preventive action within the 
context of the strategic circumstances that the United States faced post-9/11. 
It is important to be clear about the nature and meaning of that policy and 
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to analyze what factors are relevant in decisions to initiate preventive action. 
!is is best accomplished by examining how these factors operated in sev-
eral cases in recent history. Putting the Bush Doctrine in historical context is 
inherently important, but it also helps to explain why American foreign policy 
has changed course so dramatically since the turn of the century. 

What Is Preventive War?
Before undertaking an analysis of the motivations behind preventive war, it is 
imperative to distinguish clearly between preemption and prevention. Consider 
two countries, Country A and Country B, between which there is an adversar-
ial relationship.1 Let us imagine that Country B has received intelligence that 
Country A is preparing to launch a military strike against it. If Country B then 
takes action to make sure that Country A cannot attack it as planned, then they 
have preemptively attacked. According to Lawrence Freedman, a preemptive 
action “takes place at some point between the moment when an enemy decides 
to attack—or, more precisely, is perceived to be about to attack—and when the 
attack is actually launched.”2 True preemption can be thought of as defensive in 
motivation and o%ensive in e%ect. However, since it is primarily defensive, it is 
generally seen as more morally legitimate than prevention.3 

In another situation, imagine that Country B’s capabilities are increasing 
relative to Country A’s; that is, B is still weaker than A, but the power di%er-
ential between the two countries is shrinking. If Country A acts militarily to 
prevent Country B from continuing to increase its relative power, then Coun-
try A has launched a preventive war. !is is a preventive war in the classic 
sense of the term, a war fought to preserve the status quo balance of power. 

Most previous explanations of preventive war have focused on this particu-
lar aspect. For example:

Samuel P. Huntington described preventive war in 1957 as a military 
action initiated by one state against another for the purpose of fore-
stalling a subsequent change in the balance of power between the 
two states, which would seriously reduce the military security of the 
&rst state.4

Jack Levy argues that the “preventive motivation” for war arises from 
the “perception that one’s military power and potential are declining 
relative to that of a rising adversary, and from the fear of the conse-
quences of that decline.”5

Michael Walzer, coming from a notably di%erent perspective than both 
Huntington and Levy, also describes preventive war as a war fought to 
maintain the balance, to stop what is thought to be an even distribution 
of power from shi#ing into a relation of dominance and inferiority.6

!us, conventional explanations of preventive war focus on the balance of 
power, and de&ne preventive war as a war to prevent a change in that balance.7 
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In fact, what these scholars describe is only one possible motivation for a pre-
ventive war, not its de&ning characteristic.8 In de&ning preventive war as a 
war to maintain the balance of power, previous scholars have con"ated a moti-
vation for war, with a type of war. !us, the War of Spanish Succession (one of 
Walzer’s examples) was, in fact, a preventive war. And, a desire to maintain the 
balance of power, or status quo, did play a part in England’s motivation. 

However, not all preventive actions are wars to maintain the balance of 
power (in fact, not all preventive actions are necessarily wars, either). !ere 
can be numerous other motivations at work in states’ decisions to initiate pre-
ventive action. !us, a more useful and inclusive de&nition is that a preventive 
action is one fought to forestall a grave national security threat. True preven-
tion is a response to a serious threat that lies in the future, not an attack that 
is already under way. “Action” here refers to an array of forceful initiatives, 
ranging from limited strikes to total war. 

!ere is a tendency to rely on the term “imminence” in de&nitions of pre-
emptive war. However, there is also a tendency to confuse the true meaning 
of the word, and equate it with the time period in which a threat resides. Con-
sider the following terms: “imminent,” “impending,” “looming,” and “gath-
ering.” All can refer to threats that are days or weeks away. Because of this, 
de&ning “imminent” as a threat that is “days or weeks away” can, and o#en 
does, lead to considerable confusion. “Imminence” carries with it the implicit 
assumption that an attack might happen at any second, that events have been 
set in motion. An imminent threat is one that must be preempted without 
delay. Conversely, preventive wars are waged when the threat is in the dis-
tance, but that is merely a descriptive comment, not a “key” de&ning charac-
teristic. !reats are always in the distance—where else could they be? What 
de&nes a preventive war is not where in time the threat is, but rather the prime 
motivation of the decision maker in initiating the war. 

Just as we must be careful to not be overly restrictive in our de&nitions, we 
must also be careful not to de&ne preventive action too broadly. In a recent 
article, former Deputy National Security Advisor James Steinberg de&ned 
four categories of “preventive force”: action taken against terrorists; action 
taken to eliminate a dangerous capability; interventions in the case of state 
failure; and the preventive use of force to e%ect regime change.9 

However, this is an overly expansive de&nition, and not all of Steinberg’s 
examples qualify as true preventive action. For instance, consider Steinberg’s 
example of the use of preventive force to handle an infectious disease outbreak. 
In this case, the state that is supposedly utilizing preventive force is merely 
going about the ordinary business of government, just as it might raise or lower 
interest rates, build roads or subsidize the construction of a hospital (the inter-
est rate changes to prevent an economic crisis, the roads to prevent accidents 
and the hospitals to prevent a high mortality rate). However, to include these as 
examples of preventive action is quite a stretch. Similarly, Steinberg’s example 
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of the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan does not stand up to close scrutiny. U.S. 
action in Afghanistan was punitive and retaliatory, not preventive. 

In fact, almost any action a state (or individual) takes can be framed in 
terms of stopping something from happening. A state might grant an exten-
sion on loan payments to another state, in order to make sure they did not 
default on their obligations. Does this qualify as preventive action? Following 
from my earlier formulation, the motivation must be primarily defensive in 
the minds of the leaders waging war and must be aimed at dealing with what 
is perceived to be a grave threat to national security. 

Not all scholars have associated preventive war with aggression. While 
Levy focuses primarily on the shi#ing balance of power as a source of motiva-
tion for war, by terming it the “preventive motivation” for war (based on a fear 
of a negative change in the status quo), he clearly separates aggression from 
the “preventive” motivation for war.10 Outside observers, or later historians 
and academics, might debate whether the leader “had no choice” but to launch 
a preventive war. But what is central to such a debate is whether the decision 
maker, operating within the constraints imposed by limited information and 
his or her own psychological biases, had a reasonable belief that it was neces-
sary in order to prevent a later threat to vital national interests. 

One other particularly important motivational factor in preventive war is 
fear. Fear, or suspicion, of others’ intentions play an important role in preven-
tive war decisions. !e paradox that is at the heart of the “security dilemma” 
in traditional international relations theory is central to our discussion here.11 
States’ fears may lead them to take steps to increase their security as a defensive 
measure. However, these same steps can increase the insecurity of other states; 
in the end, increasing one’s security too much can have the paradoxical e%ect 
of making a state seem more threatening to others, decreasing its security. 

!is has important implications for preventive war decisions. First, states 
seeking only to increase their own security may arouse the suspicion or con-
cern of other states, who may initiate preventive action if they feel su$ciently 
threatened. Second, states that do initiate preventive action for what they feel 
are primarily defensive motivations may trigger a “balancing” reaction by 
other states in the system, who now feel threatened by the “aggressive” state 
that initiated preventive action. 

As technology has improved and weapons have become more destructive 
and easy to conceal, the consequence of making a mistake in underestimating 
the danger has become an even more powerful factor in leaders’ decisions. 
!is poses a critical dilemma for leaders faced with such threats. If they over-
react, their decisions can lead directly to an armed con"ict that may have been 
avoidable, but it will at least be on their own terms; if they underreact, they 
risk destruction. Leaders have always had to make judgments weighing the 
consequences of a potential action/event against the likeliness of its occur-
rence. For some issues, there is a willingness to take a slight risk if the reward 
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is thought to be worth it, or if the chance of something bad happening is mini-
mal. However, for issues involving chemical, biological or nuclear weapons, 
the cost of miscalculation is so high that even a small amount of risk is o#en 
considered unacceptable. !is is especially true when it is combined with the 
perception that it is possible to take action to eliminate the threat, thereby 
reducing the risk to zero. 

Preventive War Factors
In a recent work, I developed a theory of the psychological motivations for 
preventive action that drew on &ve case studies: British action in the Suez 
Canal Crisis; Israel’s strike on the Osiraq nuclear reactor; American preven-
tive war thinking, 1946–54; Indian preventive war thinking, 1982–2002; and 
the American preventive war against Iraq that began in 2003.12 In examining 
those cases, I found that several variables appear to be associated with deci-
sions concerning preventive war; the declining power motivation, inherent 
bad faith relationship with an adversary, a belief that war is inevitable, the 
belief that there is only a short window in which to act, a situation that favors 
the o%ensive (or is believed to), and black-and-white thinking. 

While all of these factors appear to be in"uential in preventive war deci-
sions, the leadership and the psychology of the decision maker prove very 
important in developing a theory of preventive war. !e importance of lead-
ers’ psychology, motives and choices are elements that not only run through 
the cases, but help to explain the outcomes as well. Rather than a “factor” 
that can be categorized as either present or not present, leadership psychology 
appears to act as a catalyst that can either emphasize or diminish the impor-
tance of the other variables. 

Leadership Psychology !e importance of individuals runs contrary to many 
mainstream theories of international relations. Most such theories concen-
trate on “big picture” factors, such as the structure of the international system 
or relative national capabilities and the balance of power. To the extent that 
they refer to motivation at all, it is usually in the form of imperatives such as 
“human nature” that leave little room for individual psychology, leadership or 
choice.13 !e case studies I examined make clear that individuals do, in many 
circumstances, exercise vast in"uence over the course of events. One basic 
reason is that individual leaders &lter similar information in di%erent ways. 
Another is that not everybody reacts the same way to similar circumstances 
or reaches similar judgments about them. President Bush saw Iraq as a serious 
threat and invaded, while Al Gore says he would not have done so. Or to take 
another example of the way in which di%erent leadership psychologies lead to 
potentially di%erent outcomes, it is not at all di$cult to believe that Shimon 
Peres would have acted very di%erently than Menachem Begin had Peres been 
Prime Minister in 1981. !us, central to any analysis of preventive war deci-
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sion making is a close examination of individual motivation, perception and 
ultimately, judgment. 

Of course, individual decision makers face constraints. !ey must deal 
with the realities of their circumstances, whatever their personal inclinations 
and views. Some options are too absurd or dangerous to even contemplate. 
It would be di$cult to imagine Israel’s Menachem Begin ordering a strike 
against the nuclear capabilities of the United States, or a land invasion and 
occupation of Iraq; Israel simply does not have the necessary capability, and it 
would be unlikely that anybody within the Israeli government would consider 
such foolhardy courses of action. However, most potential choices facing deci-
sion makers are not nearly so black-and-white. In many circumstances, there 
is ample room for discretion and choice. 

No theory is able to predict with certainty when or whether preventive or 
preemptive action will occur. However, I believe that the following factors 
substantially increase the odds of a state initiating preventive action. !ey also 
provide considerable explanatory power a#er the fact. 

Declining Power in Relation to an Adversary Leadership psychology and lead-
ers’ beliefs are instrumental in understanding decisions to initiate preventive 
war, but they are not the only factors leading to such decisions. Jack Levy 
noted in his work on the “preventive motivation” for war (see also his Chapter 
7 on Iraq as a preventive war) that preventive wars are fought not by rising 
powers seeking to change the status quo, but by declining powers seeking to 
preserve it.14 !us, a decline in power relative to an adversary might lead a 
state to initiate preventive war in order to “put down” the challenger. It might 
also lead the declining power to initiate preventive action in order to forestall 
the rising power from attaining a particular capability (such as the ability to 
produce nuclear weapons). In both cases, the declining power seeks to main-
tain its position relative to an adversary. It should be noted, though, that the 
status quo does not have any inherent value. !erefore, a change to the status 
quo, if it did not pose an unacceptable risk to the status quo power, might 
not compel preventive action. !e type and degree of change of the status 
quo would seem to be at least as important as the fact of the change itself. It 
is also important to de&ne what, exactly, is meant by “declining power.” Is it 
declining power if the country believes that the rise in power of its adversary 
will result in rough parity? Or does the situation have to result in a substantial 
and real material power imbalance? I de&ne “declining power” as a situation 
in which a state believes that its power is declining relative to another country, 
and is fearful of the consequences of that decline—without specifying what 
the consequences must be for the factor to be present.15 One reason for focus-
ing on relative decline (as opposed to an absolute decline) is that by doing so 
it is possible to link material realities with the psychology of perception. It 
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is likely that a leader’s perception of the end result of the decline, parity or 
imbalance, will a%ect his or her behavior. 

Inherent Bad Faith Relationship with Adversary A relationship where both par-
ties believe the other to be an enemy is a pervasive and important factor in 
preventive war decisions. !is factor has two separate but linked facets. A 
leader might perceive a state to be an enemy, but the leader might also hold the 
belief that the other state sees them as an enemy. As long as there is the pos-
sibility that a con"ict might be resolved by peaceful means, war becomes less 
likely. However, in con"icts that are marked by a history of mutual suspicion 
and hostility, con&dence and trust-building measures may not be very e%ec-
tive, as each side fervently believes the other side will never cooperate. !is is a 
psychological version of the security dilemma, in which even actions taken in 
good faith are assumed by the adversary to be a trick of some kind. As Robert 
Jervis has pointed out, certain cognitive beliefs can become rei&ed, even in the 
face of con"icting information.16 !e inherent bad faith model describes an 
image of the enemy that has become rooted in moral absolutes, and is closed 
to con"icting or dissonant information.17 

!e bad-faith image contributes to the desire to initiate preventive action by 
making war or con"ict seem inevitable, and by increasing the chances of escala-
tion (and thus preventive or preemptive war) in even a relatively minor crisis. 

Related to this is the image of the enemy. Are they perceived as a relatively 
minor threat, regardless of their intentions? Or are their capabilities poten-
tially dangerous enough that malicious intentions alone might be enough to 
compel preventive action? How trustworthy are they? A#er all, international 
agreements and treaties are only useful in solving disputes so long as states are 
trusted to keep their end of the agreement.

Arthur Gladstone outlines the basic framework of the psychological con-
ception of the enemy:

Each side believes the other to be bent on aggression and conquest, to be 
capable of great brutality and evil-doing…to be insincere and untrust-
worthy…. Many actions which are ordinarily considered immoral 
become highly moral.18

 Heikki Luostarinen writes that an enemy image is a belief held by a cer-
tain group “that its security and basic values are directly and seriously threat-
ened by some other group.”19 An inherent bad faith image is simply a negative 
“enemy image” extended over time, and hardened in the mind of the deci-
sion maker. !is is a particularly important factor, as the perception of an 
enemy’s intentions can be much more signi&cant than their material capabili-
ties.20 Additionally, strong enemy images may also cause a greater polariza-
tion of good and evil in the mind of the decision maker.21 !is has particular 

RT55041.indb   207 12/12/06   11:08:08 AM



208 • Jonathan Renshon

relevance for decision makers whose worldview is already predisposed toward 
a black-and-white view of the world.

A Belief that War (or Serious Con!ict) Is Inevitable Strategic advantage, cou-
pled with a belief that con"ict is likely or inevitable, dramatically increases 
the probability of preventive action. In these circumstances, it is in the state’s 
interest to act while it is in an advantageous position. Again, leadership per-
ception is relevant. Who believes war to be inevitable is important. Is it just 
a single leader? Is that leader in e%ect the chief or only decision maker? Is it 
all, or most, of his trusted advisors? Is there a broad consensus that con"ict 
is inevitable? Is the strategic advantage diminishing or increasing? While the 
speci&c belief that war is inevitable is very important, the more general mani-
festation of this is that time is working against a country. !is belief, though it 
can sometimes be no more than a vague notion in the minds of decision mak-
ers, is no less powerful for its ambiguity. In fact, this belief appears to correlate 
closely with decisions to initiate preventive war. !is vague sense of forebod-
ing about the future permeates many of the key decision makers’ statements 
in the cases that I examined. 

A Belief that "ere Is Only a Short Window in which to Act !e belief that there 
is only a short window in which to act increases the time pressure felt by deci-
sion makers and can lead them to believe that “something must be done before 
it is too late.” !is window is a limited period of time during which one state 
has a strategic advantage over another. !e crisis might not be directly observ-
able to the public at large. It is even possible for things to appear normal on 
the surface while a crisis mentality begins to form within the leadership. !is 
type of window-thinking usually prescribes some positive action to either 
reverse or forestall the trend toward a period of danger in the future. It might 
be thought of as a “slow-motion crisis.” 

!e idea of “windows of opportunity” has been thoroughly documented, 
though scholars give di%erent accounts of its importance.22 However, I pres-
ent evidence that the concept of perceived windows of opportunity can be an 
important factor in decisions to initiate preventive action. 

A Situation that Favors the O#ensive (or Is Believed To) A situation that is 
believed to favor the o%ensive is a contributing factor toward preventive war 
because it leads decision makers to believe that the most likely way to win a 
war is to strike the &rst blow.23 If the threat of war is great enough, striking the 
&rst blow (although it changes war from a possibility to a certainty) might be 
seen as the only, or best, option. !is type of thinking is exacerbated by the 
highly destructive nature of nuclear weapons, which precludes any state will-
ingly waiting to be struck &rst.
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Black-and-White "inking !e last important factor in preventive war decision 
making is the individual leader’s worldview and its permeability, or openness, 
to change. A worldview/belief system is, in essence, a leader’s assumptions 
about the nature of the world, which operate as a cognitive &lter. As Alexander 
George put it, it is a set of general beliefs about the fundamental issues of his-
tory and central questions of politics.24 !e speci&c content of a leader’s world-
view matters, but so do some of its structural aspects. How open is that view 
to new or con"icting information? How nuanced or complex is it?25 Consider 
Betty Glad’s work on black-and-white thinking. She describes the structure of 
such a worldview as one that sees the “world as divided into two camps, with 
all morality on one side, all evil on the other, with two possible outcomes—to 
win or to lose. !ere is no political middle ground.” Glad notes that this type 
of Manichean view of the world is also linked to certitude that this is the “cor-
rect” view.26 Glad presents this as a criticism however; it is also the case that 
this self-con&dence allows leaders to make di$cult decisions that are sure to 
provoke heavy criticism such as undertaking a preventive war. 

!e black-and-white worldview also has implications for the inherent bad 
faith image, with which it interacts and can reinforce. Additionally, both the 
black-and-white worldview and the inherent bad faith image are connected 
to a leader’s propensity to see the world in moral dichotomies: good and evil, 
right and wrong.

It is important, however, to distinguish between two types of black-and-
white thinking. First, there is the idea of black-and-white thinking as essentially 
a simplistic way of processing information. In this view, people take in new 
information that is immediately categorized internally into one of two possible 
categories. !is, I think, is the sense in which the term is o#en used, and carries 
with it the implicit assumption that this is a poor way to process information. 

!e second type of black-and-white thinking is more complex. In this case, 
leaders are able to process information in a much more complex and nuanced 
manner before deciding which of the two categories its &ts in to. !is is an 
important distinction to make, as it carries with it signi&cant implications 
about the type of leader we are dealing with. In the &rst type, there is little 
room for complexity or nuanced understanding; while in the second there is, 
but the end result is “boiled down” so that the decision maker is not lost in 
endless shades of grey.

 It is important not to assume a direct link between either a leader’s world-
view or its structure and the output, the foreign policy action that results in 
the end. !ere are numerous sources of “slippage” between decisions and 
implementation.27 However, to the extent that individual leaders and advi-
sors are important in preventive war decisions, their individual worldviews 
are critical to the decision-making process. All of the factors mentioned above 
interact with the fundamental beliefs of the individual leader. A leader’s world 
view has important implications for what types of action he believes to be the 
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most e%ective (i.e., diplomatic, military, economic), the prospects for peaceful 
resolution (whether con"ict is inevitable), and the nature of their perception 
of political opponents (how &xed, or rigid, his “enemy image” is). 

Preventive War in Historical Perspective
!ere is no doubt that President Bush’s enunciation of a doctrine which is, at 
its core, predicated on preventive action is unique in American history. How-
ever, preventive action itself is less unusual than is commonly thought, and 
a short survey of other cases in which preventive action was either taken, or 
seriously considered, can provide important context for understanding this 
aspect of the Bush Doctrine. 

!is section will describe two cases of preventive war planning in which 
a state eventually initiated preventive action. Each of these two mini-cases 
contains elements that will help to shed light on the U.S. adoption of the Bush 
Doctrine and the Iraq War. 

Israel’s Preventive Strike
On June 7, 1981, six Israeli F-15 and eight F-16 &ghter jets dropped their pay-
load of 2,000-pound bombs on the Osiraq nuclear reactor in Tuwaitha, out-
side Baghdad.28 !e bombs were dropped in a single pass, and in just over two 
minutes, Iraq’s nuclear ambitions su%ered what would turn out to be a devas-
tating setback. !e signi&cance of this action has become even more clear in 
the ensuing years. Israel’s strike on the Osiraq reactor was the &rst preventive 
strike on a nuclear facility in history, and the &rst example of “the forceful 
nonproliferation” policy that the United States would follow over two decades 
later. But just as important as the fact of the action itself was its outcome: it 
was successful. Israel su%ered no casualties and e%ectively ended one of its 
most serious security threats, one that had preoccupied Israeli leaders for over 
a decade. 

!is case also very clearly illustrates the inherent bad faith image of an 
enemy, and black-and-white thinking. Israel’s estimate of Iraqi capabilities (or 
potential capabilities) played an important role in the process, but as with all 
decisions of war and peace, the crux of the matter is capabilities plus intent. It 
was Menachem Begin’s perception of Saddam Hussein’s intentions, based on a 
combination of Saddam’s stated goals and Begin’s personal frame of reference, 
that led to the decision to destroy the Osiraq reactor. 

Iraq’s nuclear program was begun with assistance from the Soviet Union 
in 1963.29 However, because of the low capacity of the reactor and the Soviet 
Union’s historic caution with nuclear technology, it did not seem to arouse 
much outcry in the international community, including Israel.30 !e Director 
of Israeli Military Intelligence in 1974, Shlomo Gazit, recalled later that Israel 
“knew the Soviet Union would not permit its [the reactor’s] exploitation for 
the production of nuclear arms.”31
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However, the 1963 project had the bene&t of training Iraqi scientists in 
nuclear technology. Under Saddam Hussein’s leadership, Iraq pursued an 
aggressive modernization program. During the 1970s, Iraq had the sixth larg-
est oil reserves in the world and Iraqi leaders counted on this natural asset to 
provide them leverage in acquiring more advanced nuclear technology.32 

During the 1970s, French dependence on Iraq was on the rise. In 1973, 
France’s imports of Iraqi oil came to 357,000 tons and 15% of all French oil. By 
1979, those numbers had risen to 489,000 tons and 21%.33 In December 1974, 
newly elected French Prime Minister Jacques Chirac traveled to Iraq. During 
his visit Chirac signed a general “nuclear cooperation agreement” with Iraq.34

In 1976, the budget for Iraq’s Atomic Energy Commission jumped from 
$5 million to $70 million a year. But it was not just Iraqi expenditures that 
had begun to concern Israeli leaders. !e rhetoric of Iraqi leaders had also 
become increasingly belligerent. In 1973, Iraqi Oil Minister al-Baqi al-Haditi 
told a Greek journalist that “Israel must be eliminated…by armed struggle 
and threats against the imperialist powers that protect Israel.”35

In 1975, France signed a deal with Iraq to provide it with a 70 MW Osiris-
type reactor, and a smaller 800 kW Isis-type reactor, as well as over 70 kg of 
uranium enriched to over 92%.36 !e Osiris reactor was worrisome on mul-
tiple accounts. It required enriched uranium which might be diverted by the 
Iraqis to manufacture weapons; the reactors had the capability to produce sig-
ni&cant amounts of plutonium as a side-reaction; and &nally its size seemed 
to indicate that Iraq’s intentions might not be only in the realm of peaceful 
nuclear energy. Additionally, although Iraq had claimed to be interested in 
a civilian power-generating program, the natural choice for such a program 
would be a much di%erent reactor. However, civilian-power reactors are not 
useful for the production of excess plutonium, nor do they use enriched ura-
nium. !e Iraqis chose a reactor that was completely unsuited to their stated 
needs, but well suited to a clandestine nuclear weapons program.37 Iraq also 
successfully lobbied to buy 93% enriched uranium instead of a new type of 
fuel dubbed “Caramel,” which was enriched to only 6-10% and would have 
been much less useful in producing nuclear weapons.38

All of these developments played a signi&cant role in the Israeli decision to 
launch a preventive strike against Iraq. But the linchpin of this decision was 
the psychology of Prime Minister Menachem Begin and his fervent belief that 
a nuclear Iraq represented a dire threat to the existence of Israel. 

By 1980, Begin and other Israeli leaders had focused on the Iraqi program 
as one of the top of threats of Israeli security. A campaign of diplomacy had 
borne little fruit. Even strong U.S. pressure could not dissuade France from 
providing enriched uranium to Iraq and the International Atomic Energy 
Agency’s complete inaction when Iran’s Revolutionary Council banned IAEA 
inspectors provided Israel even less reason to put their faith (and their secu-
rity) in the hands of international diplomacy.39 
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In the summer of 1980, the Israeli General Sta% Senior O$cer Forum met 
to discuss the growing threat of Iraq’s nuclear program. We have evidence that 
the issue was discussed at length, and a variety of opinions were put forward. 
!ose who opposed the attack on Osiraq did so on the grounds that it would 
not destroy the 12 kg of enriched uranium the French had already supplied to 
Iraq, nor any other small stockpile it had acquired from other sources.40 !ose 
who supported the raid argued that if Iraq were able to activate the reactor, it 
would continue to acquire up to 37 kg of enriched uranium a year inde&nitely, 
and eventually produce enough plutonium to construct two to three bombs per 
year. !ey also argued that a strike now might induce Italy and France to recon-
sider their assistance to the Iraqi regime, and perhaps add stricter controls.41

Labour Party leader (and Begin’s main opponent in the coming elections) 
Shimon Peres expressed his concerns to Begin in a top-secret note in May, 1981. 
Peres was convinced that the French President-elect Mitterand, a socialist and 
a personal friend, would provide a solution to the Iraq problem.42 He declared 
in his note to Begin that should Israel continue on this course of action, it 
would be “like a tree in the desert” in the international community.43 

In response to the idea that Mitterand’s election might solve the problem, 
Begin declared in a cabinet meeting that such an event would only delay Israeli 
action, not change the actual situation. “It was not a French reactor,” he said, 
but an Iraqi reactor. And “the problem was not France, but the existence of 
the state of Israel.”44 

Biographer Amos Perlmutter wrote that, for Begin, it was an “ideological 
decision,” a question of averting another Holocaust.45 Begin refused to listen 
to expert advice when, as he saw it, the very existence of the state of Israel was 
at stake.

However, his certainty in his own decisions did not mean that he was 
oblivious to the potential consequences of the attack.46 In an article published 
a#er the attack, William Claiborne reported that Begin was warned that the 
strike could result in the suspension of U.S. arms shipments to Israel.47 What 
is relevant here is that Begin—with a full understanding of the potential con-
sequences—still chose to initiate preventive action. !e decision to initiate an 
operation that carried such risks for Israeli citizens, the security of Israel, and 
even his own political career, is a testament to the strength and rigidity of his 
image of the enemy that Begin held. 

Britain and Suez
On October 29, 1956, Israel invaded the Sinai. !is action followed months of 
negotiations between Egypt, France, Britain, and the United States regarding 
Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser’s nationalization of the Suez Canal. 
It is now known that Britain secretly colluded with France and Israel to wage 
a preventive war against Egypt. !e plan called for Israel to launch an attack 
on Egypt at a prescribed time, and Britain and France to send troops to Egypt 
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in the guise of “peace keepers” in order to reestablish control over the canal. 
However, economic pressure by the United States soon forced Britain and 
France out of Egypt in a humiliating fashion. 

British action in this case was not intended to crush a rising power, though 
the end goal of the military action would certainly have accomplished that. 
Nor was it intended to prevent Egypt from acquiring a particular capabil-
ity; Egypt had already drastically altered the balance of power by seizing the 
canal. British action was intended to prevent the utilization of Egypt’s newly 
acquired power. In this case, Egypt’s seizure of the canal had given it the ability 
to exert in"uence over the British Empire through control of British oil ship-
ping routes. !e possibility of blackmail by Egypt was exacerbated by Brit-
ish perceptions of Nasser as a “mortal enemy” and Prime Minister Anthony 
Eden’s belief that a showdown was inevitable.

!e Suez Crisis originated with the building of another major project in 
Egypt, the Aswan High Dam. On December 14, 1955, Great Britain and the 
United States made a formal o%er to &nance the Aswan Dam. Part of the impe-
tus for this came from British Prime Minister Anthony Eden, who became 
even more agitated a#er the Soviet Union (through the Czech government) 
sold Egypt a large shipment of MiG &ghters, tanks, and other heavy equip-
ment.48 Yet, far from placating Nasser and drawing him closer to the West, 
funding for the dam seems to have spurred him to further antagonize the 
West without fear of reprisal.

However, the United States soon reversed course and backed out of the 
Aswan Dam loan, with Eden and the British government following suit. !e 
French Ambassador to Washington, Maurice Couve de Murville, accurately 
predicted of Egypt: “!ey will do something about Suez. !at’s the only way 
they can touch the Western countries.”49

On July 26, 1956, Nasser announced the nationalization of the Suez Canal 
in a public speech in Alexandria.50 However, though Britain was understand-
ably shocked by the move, it was di$cult to make the case to the international 
community that it was an illegal seizure. !e Suez Company was registered as 
an Egyptian company, and Nasser had indicated that he intended to compen-
sate its shareholders. !ough Britain condemned the act as a “high-handed 
act of seizure against an international company,” it was clear even to British 
leaders that they did not have a compelling legal argument.51 

Anthony Nutting, a Deputy Foreign Minister, wrote:

In fact, as frequently happens in international disputes, both arguments 
could be supported on legal grounds, which made it all the more neces-
sary that the issue should be resolved by political and diplomatic nego-
tiation and agreement.52
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In addition, British leaders recognized early that economic pressure was 
not feasible. In the &rst cabinet meeting a#er the nationalization, the possibil-
ity of using economic pressure was discussed and quickly abandoned.53

!us, only one day a#er the nationalization of the Canal, both economic 
and legal pressure had been ruled out as e%ective means to resolve the dispute. 
!e only options still available were (1) do nothing, and let Nasser’s action 
stand; (2) the use of political pressure and diplomacy; or (3) the use of military 
force to take back control of the canal.

Contributing to the developing crisis was the changing perception of Nasser 
by British leaders. In 1952, Selwyn Lloyd (then Minister of State for Foreign 
A%airs) reported being “favorably impressed” with Nasser during their &rst 
meeting.54 And, as late as March 1954, Evelyn Shockburgh reported that Eden 
had “come to the conclusion that Nasser is the man for us.”55

However, between 1954 and the 1956 Suez Crisis, the British perspective on 
Nasser had changed dramatically. By March of 1956, Eden had already taken 
to comparing Nasser to Mussolini.56 In fact, Eden compared Nasser to Hit-
ler so o#en that Winston Churchill once remarked, a#er a conversation with 
Eden, that he “never knew before that Munich was situated on the Nile.”57 In 
March 1956, Nutting wrote a memo to Lloyd asserting that “appeasement of 
Nasser” would not work, and that Nasser would likely break any deal that he 
made. Lloyd reports that this memo con&rmed his own intuition.58

!e allusion to “appeasement” and fascist dictators by British leaders is 
telling in what it reveals about the historical analogies that resonated with 
them. World War II was obviously fresh in the minds of British leaders; but it 
was the year 1936 that was probably in the back of the minds of Eden, Lloyd, 
and Nutting. 1956 was the 20th anniversary of the 1936 remilitarization and 
reoccupation of the Rhineland by Hitler. It was also the 20th anniversary of 
Western Europe doing nothing to oppose Hitler, a decision that had been 
widely condemned in the intervening years. Harold Macmillan (then a back-
bencher MP) had gone against the tide in advising forceful action in March 
1936. Eden, however, had not; claiming that public opinion in Europe would 
not support action against Germany for “returning to their own backyard.”59 
However, he had a falling out with Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain in 
1938 a#er the Munich conference, from which we can infer that the “lesson of 
appeasement” had been quickly learned.60

For instance, one letter written by Eden to President Dwight D. Eisen-
hower read:

In the nineteen-thirties Hitler established his position by a series of 
carefully planned movements…. It was argued either that Hitler had 
committed no act of aggression against anyone, or that he was entitled 
to do what he liked in his own territory, or that it was impossible to 
prove that he had any ulterior designs…. Similarly, the seizure of the 
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Suez Canal is, we are convinced, the opening gambit in a planned cam-
paign designed by Nasser to expel all Western in"uence and interests 
from Arab countries…. You may feel that even if we are right it would 
be better to wait until Nasser has unmistakably unveiled his intentions. 
But this was the argument which prevailed in 1936 and which we both 
rejected in 1938. Admittedly there are risks in the use of force against 
Egypt now. It is, however, clear that military intervention designed to 
reverse Nasser’s revolutions in the whole continent would be a much 
more costly and di$cult undertaking.61

!is letter clearly indicates that importance of this historical analogy for 
Eden. !is “lesson” was most likely learned by most people of his generation. 
However, Eden’s experience was somewhat unusual. In 1936, as British For-
eign Secretary, he personally had a hand in appeasing Hitler. !en, in 1938, 
a#er learning his lesson, he was unable to exert in"uence over Chamberlain. 
In 1956, confronted again by aggression, he was in the position to act. Eden 
made a public comparison of Nasser to fascist dictators: 

Why not trust him? !e answer is simple. Look at his record…. Instead of 
meeting us with friendship Colonel Nasser conducted a vicious propaganda 
campaign against this country. He has shown that he is not a man who can 
be trusted to keep an agreement…. !e pattern is familiar to many of us…. 
We all know this is how fascist governments behave, as we all remember, 
only too well, what the cost can be in giving in to Fascism.62

On Sunday, October 14, Nutting and Eden met with French representatives. 
Albert Gazier, the French Minister of Labour, cautiously asked Eden what 
Britain’s response would be if Israel were to attack Egypt. Eden replied that 
Britain “had no obligation…to stop the Israelis attacking the Egyptians.”63 

Eden then asked his secretary to stop recording the minutes of the meeting 
and asked General Challe, a French representative, to speak openly. !e plan 
was that Israel would be invited to attack across the Sinai Peninsula. Upon 
being “informed” of the attacks, Britain and France would simultaneously 
make appeals to the Israeli and Egyptian governments to halt the &ghting 
a#er which Britain and France would order both sides to withdraw from the 
Suez Canal, at which point the canal would be under de facto Anglo-French 
control.64

On October 21, Eden decided that Selwyn Lloyd should travel incognito 
to Paris the next day to meet French and Israeli leaders.65 Finally, upon Israeli 
urging, a document containing the details of the aforementioned plan, which 
later became known as the “Sevres Protocol,” was signed. 

British initiation of a preventive war in this case hinged on the belief that 
con"ict with Egypt, with Nasser, was inevitable. In Eden’s mind, the ambition 
and intentions of Nasser were destined to be in fundamental opposition to the 
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interests of the British Empire. !e constant use of World War II-era analogies 
by Eden and other British leaders prescribed a speci&c solution: aggression 
must be met with force. But more than prescribing a solution to a problem, the 
analogies give us insight into how the leaders framed their relationship with 
Nasser. A#er all, the fundamental lesson of the “Munich analogy” is not just 
that you cannot appease dictators (although that follows from the real lesson), 
it is the reason you cannot appease them: leaders such as Adolf Hitler are, at 
their core, expansionist, and there is no way to avoid an eventual showdown 
with them. !e best that you can hope for is to confront the threat before it is 
fully formed (e.g., during the Rhineland phase, or at Munich). 

!e Transformation of the United States  Security Strategy
Security Strategy
Some of the preventive war factors that were exhibited in these case studies 
are also very clearly exhibited in the Bush Doctrine. However, of the factors 
delineated earlier in the chapter, not all are evident in the Bush Doctrine nor 
in the more general transformation of U.S. national security strategy. Win-
dow thinking, for example, does not seem to be evident in the Bush Doctrine. 
!ere is an important distinction to be made here, between the Doctrine itself 
and certain actions (such as the Iraq War) that followed from it. A case can 
certainly be made that there was a closing window of opportunity before the 
Iraq War (i.e., before Iraq’s nuclear program produced an arsenal of WMDs). 
However, the Iraq War was not itself part of the Bush Doctrine, but rather a 
logical extension of it. !ere is no evidence of window thinking in the Doc-
trine itself.

!e declining power motivation for preventive war is not present in the 
Bush Doctrine either. Quite the contrary, in fact, the Bush Doctrine is an 
attempt to grapple not only with new threats, but also with the changed reality 
of American power in the twenty-&rst century. !e last grand strategy of the 
U.S. was in response to the Cold War, and was premised on a bipolar system, 
with the U.S. and the Soviet Union balancing each other. Rather than being 
in response to declining American power, the Bush Doctrine is a response to 
American hegemony in the post-Cold War international system.66 !us, the 
aspects of the Doctrine that are related to a strategy of prevention have noth-
ing to do with declining power, but rather a change in the nature of the threats 
facing the U.S. 

Inherent Bad Faith Image of the Enemy
One important aspect of the Bush Doctrine (discussed in greater depth in 
Post, Chapter 6) is its stance on deterrence. In fact, this is intrinsically related 
to one of the most important psychological factors related to preventive war 
thinking: the inherent bad faith image. How a leader perceives his adversary 
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has a direct correlation to how much faith he places in his ability to deter that 
adversary. 

Here one can see the importance of global norms of accepted behav-
ior. Describing the superpower relationship during the Cold War, !omas 
Schelling wrote, “Khrushchev [and the Soviets] understood the politics of 
deterrence.”67 Successful deterrence is based on mutual understanding, and 
some base level of agreement on what constitutes an unacceptable loss. !erein 
lies the problem: it takes some type of mutual understanding for deterrence 
to work. !e assumption of mutually assured destruction (MAD) provided 
a measure of safety because both the U.S. and the Soviets believed it to be 
true. !e basis of deterrence was that although neither side would be able to 
prevent an attack, either side would be able to retaliate and in"ict disastrous 
harm on the perpetrator, thus deterring potential aggressors by the threat of 
harsh retaliation. 

Part of the bad faith image that is illustrated by the Doctrine is the view, 
declared in the National Security Strategy (NSS), that the enemies of the U.S. 
are undeterrable. !ere are two important components of Bush’s bad faith 
image of these enemies. !e &rst is the view that conventional strategies of 
deterrence will not work against terrorists and rogue regimes because they 
play by a fundamentally di%erent set of rules (or norms). 

!e 2002 NSS recognizes that there can be no mutual understanding 
between the U.S. and terrorists. How does one deter suicide bombers whose 
goal is to die? Does the logic of deterrence work on extraterritorial groups 
such as loosely linked terrorist networks? Robert Jervis writes of terrorists 
that “[they] cannot be contained by deterrence. Terrorists are fanatics, and 
there is nothing that they value that we can hold at risk.”68 John Lewis Gad-
dis, a historian of the Cold War, agrees, asking, “How does one negotiate with 
a shadow?.... How does one deter somebody who’s prepared to commit sui-
cide?”69 !is was certainly the conclusion of President Bush in the a#ermath 
of 9/11.70

!e other aspect of the bad faith image of the adversary is that the United 
States cannot trust either terrorists or rogue states to stand by any agreement 
that is made. !is belief, especially with regard to Iraq, is made clear by the 
many statements by Bush stating that Saddam Hussein cannot be trusted to 
keep his word on any inspection agreements.71

In his West Point address, Bush foreshadowed the con"ict with Iraq by 
declaring: “We cannot defend America and our friends by hoping for the best. 
We cannot put our faith in the word of tyrants, who solemnly sign non-prolif-
eration treaties, and then systemically break them.”72

!is image of the adversary—as one with whom no agreements can be 
made and who does not conform to the norms of international conduct—will 
be explored in further depth shortly, but at this point, it is striking how clearly 
this imagery is enshrined in America’s National Security Strategy.
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!e NSS states that the there can be no mutual understanding between the 
U.S. and terrorists. Because of this belief, as well as the realization that suc-
cessful deterrence is more di$cult to achieve with shadowy terrorist groups 
than with traditional nation-states, the NSS proposes that the U.S. no longer 
rely exclusively on deterrence, and instead meet threats before they have fully 
materialized: a doctrine of prevention, not preemption. 

O#ensive "inking
One factor that is clearly evident in the Bush Doctrine is the lure of the o%en-
sive in strategic calculations. !e “ideology of the o%ensive” is a well-docu-
mented phenomenon, but in this case it comes with something of a twist. !e 
reason for the o%ensive emphasis, in this case, is not the result of a military 
culture biased toward o%ensive action, or even the development of a new tech-
nology that renders existing military planning obsolete. Instead, strategic 
evaluation of the nature of the threat led to the prominence of the o%ensive in 
the Bush Doctrine.

Bush’s comment that “the only path to peace and security is the path of 
action” makes clear the importance (in the minds of the administration) of 
taking the initiative.73 In fact, it is not just that the situation favors the o%en-
sive, but rather that it requires the o%ensive. !e implication of this argument 
for Iraq is clearly spelled out in the NSS: the scale of destruction made possible 
by rogue states (and terrorists) equipped with WMDs makes preventive action 
necessary. !e risk is too great to wait on events. 

!e NSS groups terrorists and certain “rogue states” (Iraq, Iran, and North 
Korea) together in declaring that the nature of these new threats means that 
the U.S. “can no longer rely on a reactive posture.” Terrorism and these “rogue 
states” are inextricably linked in that there is always the possibility that rogue 
states that have or are pursuing WMDs might give these weapons to terror-
ists and attack Western countries by proxy. In fact, this possibility was men-
tioned speci&cally in Bush’s commencement address at West Point, where he 
declared: “Containment is not possible when unbalanced dictators with weap-
ons of mass destruction can deliver those weapons on missiles or secretly pro-
vide them to terrorist allies.”74 Bush’s use of the term “unbalanced” indicates 
his perception that there is something intrinsic to the psychology of leaders 
like Saddam Hussein that makes any kind of mutual understanding very dif-
&cult, and makes deterrence impossible to achieve. 

A Belief that War Is Inevitable
!e last factor that is illustrated by the NSS is the view that war, or serious 
con"ict, is inevitable. In a striking parallel to similar declarations by leaders 
in the two case studies reviewed above, the NSS is clear in enunciating that not 
only is war inevitable, but it has already begun. However, this “war” is di%er-
ent in nature from previous wars. Unlike wars of the past, the war described 
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in the NSS is not against a single adversary, country, group, or individual. 
Instead, this broad-based war is a “War on Terror.”75 

It is clear from Bush’s actions and words that this was not just a clever turn 
of phrase meant to make a rhetorical point. Rather, Bush seems to feel that the 
U.S. really is in a state of war, whether or not others agree with him. More-
over, it is not just the words that count, but also the actions behind them. For 
President Bush, the “war on terrorism” is not just a rhetorical device. War is 
not meant in the &gurative sense utilized by so many past presidents. Instead, 
it is meant in the very real sense that any U.S. action is a response to a war that 
is already under way. 

!e implication of this is that it is not business as usual; the rules and even 
laws that govern peacetime do not necessarily apply anymore. Whether or 
not one agrees with the policies they embody, the passage of the Patriot Act 
in 2001, the controversy over the status of detainees and their treatment, the 
semantic wrangling over the issue of torture, and the status of “enemy com-
batants” indicate clearly that Bush perceives the United States to be in a time 
of extraordinary circumstances that require something above and beyond the 
usual methods. 

While America’s war on terror might have started out as essentially a meta-
phorical concept, it has come to take on greater signi&cance. Gilles Andreani, 
Head of Policy Planning in the French Foreign Ministry, wrote that “in the 
case of 11 September, the use of the word ‘war’ has gone far beyond metaphor 
to acquire a strategic reality.”76 Andreani lists the reasons why the war on terror 
has taken root in American consciousness, the most important of which was 
that, having su%ered an “unprovoked and unjusti&able attack…psychologi-
cally, America found itself at war.” 77 It is exactly this sensibility that informed 
the Bush Doctrine’s assumption that America is already at war. 

Worldview
At least as important as any of the other factors mentioned in this chapter is 
President Bush’s worldview. In fact, Bush’s worldview—both its content and 
its relative rigidity—has acted as a catalyzing factor, magnifying the impor-
tance of the other psychological factors. 

Bush took o$ce viewing the world as a dangerous place, a world in which 
America is threatened by powerful and dangerous enemies. 9/11 dramatically 
con&rmed that view. He also sees America’s enemies as implacable and evil, 
and therefore sees force as the appropriate means to combat them. !e moral-
ity of the con"ict "ows easily from this view: they are evil, the U.S. is simply 
protecting itself, and thus has right on its side. Also relevant is Bush’s percep-
tion of the “War on Terror” as part of a historical trend of good versus evil, 
and the stark morality implied by such a con"ict. 

In an address to Congress nine days a#er the terrorist attacks, Bush described 
al-Qaeda, and other terrorist organizations, as heirs to the “murderous  
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ideologies of the 20th century,” such as fascism, totalitarianism, and Nazism.78 
!us, in a manner similar to the &ght against Nazism in World War II, the 
&ght against extremist and terrorist ideologies was a &ght for the future of 
civilization.

Only days a#er the terrorist attacks, Bush spoke at the National Cathedral, 
and declared: “Just three days removed from these events, Americans do not 
yet have the distance of history, but our responsibility to history is already 
clear; to answer these attacks and rid the world of evil.”79  !is remark clearly 
illustrates Bush’s view of America’s war on terrorism as a struggle of good 
versus evil. However, it also shows that Bush feels the responsibility to history, 
the sense that the U.S. stands at a pivotal moment in history, and must act not 
just for the present, but also for the future. 

!e events of 9/11 con&rmed Bush’s view that the world is a dangerous 
place, but they did more than that. !ey made the world seem much more 
dangerous than it had been before. Whereas before Saddam Hussein might 
have been contained, in the light of 9/11 his actions and intentions looked 
much more menacing. In an interview two years a#er 9/11, Bush spoke of the 
e%ect of the terrorist attacks: “Saddam Hussein’s capacity to create harm…all 
his terrible features became much more threatening. Keeping Saddam in a 
box looked less and less feasible to me.”80 

!e second aspect of Bush’s worldview that is signi&cant for his Iraq deci-
sion is his stark sense of morality. !is is the “with us or against us” mentality 
that has been so o#en criticized. Bush has taken the rhetorical stance that 
there is no neutrality in the war against terror, no shades or degrees of coop-
eration. He takes the position that any “shades of grey” are simply ways of 
obfuscating what is readily apparent to him: there is good and there is evil, 
and all of the degrees in between just confuse the issue. It follows from this 
that there could be no conceptual distinction between the actual terrorists 
and countries that harbor terrorists, although in practice (Saudi Arabia and 
Pakistan being two obvious examples) there is obviously a di%erence between 
statements and policy.81 

!is has particular bearing on preventive war decisions. A stark, black-
and-white sense of morality does two things. It tends to throw into sharp relief 
the dangers and risks of a given threat once a leader such as Bush decides 
that such a threat exists. !e lack of degrees, in essence a lack of gradation 
or subtlety in viewing adversaries, also exacerbates the e%ects of the inherent 
bad faith image of one’s adversary. Evil is evil, and one simply cannot negoti-
ate with evil, especially if its goal is your destruction. By invoking the spec-
ter of Nazism in his speeches, Bush consciously or unconsciously implied the 
natural course of action when dealing with such a serious threat. !e use of 
the Nazi/Fascism analogy holds important implications for action: the type of 
threat is dire, negotiation is not possible, and the con"ict will end only when 
one side has been decisively defeated.82 
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!e second e%ect of this worldview is the implication for Bush’s view of the 
United States in this matter. If terrorism—embodied in the threat of Osama 
bin Laden and al-Qaeda—is evil, then it follows that the United States is on 
the other side, the side of good. !is imbues the actions of the United States 
with an inherently virtuous quality, and in Bush’s eyes, legitimacy. Obviously, 
many people domestically and abroad do not see things this way (see Foyle, 
Chapter 3, on domestic and world opinion). However, this sense that America 
is on the right side of history does contribute to Bush’s resilience to criticism, 
discussed earlier. For Bush, believing that he is on the right side, &ghting evil, 
makes him more resilient to outside critics, who simply don’t see the threat in 
the same way as he does. 

!e Future of Preventive War
!e Bush Doctrine, and the subsequent war against Iraq, brought preventive 
war to the forefront of the world’s attention. However, like many important 
events in history, the a#ere%ects for the future of preventive war are not yet 
apparent, and will not be for some time. Will the Iraq War be viewed as suc-
cessful by later generations? Will world and American public reluctance to 
support such ventures prove insurmountable in the future? Does a successful 
campaign of preventive war lessen the need for such strategies in the future, 
or does it guarantee future con"ict? Certainly, the lethal mix of WMDs, rogue 
regimes, and catastrophic terrorism will remain a dire threat. But will preven-
tive war continue to be utilized as a strategy? 

Preventive Wars and Deterrence
One of the most important questions raised by the Iraq War is what e%ect it 
will have on the stability of deterrence in the future. Deterrence theory is inex-
tricably linked to questions of preventive war, since it is a failure of deterrence 
that leads to strategies of prevention. More speci&cally, it is the perception that 
a speci&c threat cannot be deterred that leads decision makers to consider (and 
sometimes take) preventive action. A strategy of preventive war is the result of 
the perception that deterrence is likely to fail. Note that it need not have failed 
already, but there must be the perception that it is likely to fail, combined with 
the belief that the consequences of such a failure would be unacceptable. Here 
is the sliding scale of decision making: the potential consequences of an event 
balanced against the likelihood of that event occurring. 

Preventive war is linked to deterrence in another critical way as well. Pre-
ventive war may help to strengthen a state’s deterrent ability for the future, 
especially in cases where states had previously been thought of as weak, or 
unwilling to su%er casualties. Recall that Osama bin Laden speci&cally called 
attention to the weak American response in Lebanon, Vietnam, and Somalia 
as evidence that the U.S. was, if not a “paper tiger,” then at least a timid one. 
A determined and clear-cut willingness to go to war and stay there, despite 
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intense di$culties and international pressure, is one method of revitalizing 
one’s credibility, and with it the viability of future deterrence. 

More generally, preventive war may a%ect deterrence in any of three ways: 
it may damage it, strengthen it, or not have any e%ect at all. Historical exam-
ple suggests that there is no one answer to the di$cult question of which is 
most likely. Di%erent circumstances will bring di%erent outcomes. !e Israeli 
attack on the Osiraq reactor is generally deemed a successful preventive 
strike, and it is true that the strike brought a level of relief to Israeli lead-
ers and citizens. Yet, Israel was and still is under the shadow of Iraqi SCUD 
missiles. In the a#ermath of World War II, the U.S. chose not to initiate pre-
ventive action against the Soviet Union, and yet a relatively stable deterrence 
evolved. Anthony Eden’s preventive war against Egypt likely destroyed any 
moral credibility that Britain had le# a#er the decline of its empire, and its 
forced departure from Suez at the insistence of the United States did nothing 
to burnish its credentials as a power to be reckoned with. In a similar vein, the 
U.S. action in Iraq might have increased the credibility of American will and 
resolve, but the perception that the U.S. is bogged down in Iraq and weakened 
by an overstretched military might negate any potential gains from the war in 
terms of bene&ts to future deterrence, surely a paradoxical e%ect. 

It seems likely that if preventive war does have a positive e%ect on deter-
rence, its bene&ts would primarily be in the short term. Certainly, demonstrat-
ing commitment and resolve (“will”) is one likely consequence of preventive 
action. But what is the shelf life of resolve? Is one precision strike enough? Is 
one major war enough? Do preventive actions (whether strikes or wars) have 
to be followed up by other actions to sustain credibility? Do these follow-up 
actions risk labeling the actor as a bully, or worse, an aggressor? In short, how 
much “maintenance” does deterrence require? 

!ere is another shelf life question: Do the deterrent e%ects of a preventive 
war outlive an administration? Assume that President Bush has demonstrated 
his resolve to potential adversaries. Will his successor need to do so as well? 
!ere is reason to suppose that this credibility is “nontransferable.” President 
Eisenhower demonstrated his resolve by threatening to bomb the North Kore-
ans, breaking the stalemate in talks about ending the Korean War. Yet, when 
Kennedy succeeded to the presidency, he was immediately tested by the Soviet 
Union’s Nikita Khrushchev. Eisenhower’s “will” did not carry over to the next 
administration, and there is no good reason why it should in other circum-
stances. !e nature of democratic government means that the credibility of any 
one administration is destined to be short lived. Authoritarian governments 
do not su%er from this same problem, and it is conceivable that their deter-
rent capability might improve and last for quite a while. As long as a dictator 
remains in power, there is no reason to believe that their deterrent capability 
would diminish without some precipitating event, such as failing health.
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Still another issue is whether credibility gained by preventive war (and 
the bene&t to a state’s deterrent ability) is transferable over geographical and 
political circumstances. Some have argued that Syria’s withdrawal from Leba-
non was a short-term result that followed from the change in risk calculations 
brought on by Bush and his policies. On the other hand, so far the preventive 
war against Iraq does not seem to have had much of an e%ect on North Korea’s 
behavior. In retrospect, it seems mistaken to assume that preventive war will 
compel changes in behavior in all circumstances; but there is, as yet, no delin-
eation of those circumstances that favor it and those that do not. Consider the 
situation of North Korea. President Bush has repeatedly stated that he favors 
a diplomatic solution. Why? Is it that North Korea is thought to already have 
multiple nuclear weapons? !at it has large numbers of soldiers stationed 
a few miles from the capital of South Korea? !at its leader, Kim Jong-il, is 
considered by many to be wildly unreliable and unpredictable, possibly even 
unbalanced? (See Post, Chapter 6, on deterring rogue leaders.) What separates 
situations that are perceived to require or call for preventive action from those 
that do not? 

"e Likely, the Unlikely, and the Improbable 
In considering the future of preventive war, one point is very clear a#er Sep-
tember 11: leaders must worry about the unlikely and the improbable, espe-
cially if the consequences of inaction are high. Nineteen terrorists hijacking 
four planes simultaneously and using them as missiles to attack the United 
States was unlikely, and yet it happened. !at they lived for years in the United 
States undetected by American intelligence services is even more unlikely, yet 
it, too, happened. In fact, the entire course of events that led to the events of 
9/11 might be considered unlikely. And yet, they happened. Catastrophic con-
sequences lower the threshold at which the “unlikely” must be taken seriously 
by leaders. 

!ere are two types of events that fall into this category of high-impact, rel-
atively low-probability events: the proliferation of nuclear weapons to unstable 
regimes and potential terrorist attacks. A#er the end of the Cold War rivalry, 
it appears that these two threats have emerged as two of the most pressing 
problems of the early twenty-&rst century. It is worth exploring why it is pre-
cisely these types of threats that seem most appropriate for preventive action. 

"e Appeal of “Positive” Action: From Deterrence to Prevention
In order for preventive action to be a viable choice, the threat must entail par-
ticularly disastrous consequences, such that the decision maker sees guaran-
teed con"ict now, on his own terms (even with the risks it carries), as better 
than possible con"ict later. But it is not enough for the stakes to be high. A#er 
all, the stakes were as high as they could go during the Cold War, when the fate 
of the world rested on the restraint of two opposing superpowers. 
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In addition to severe consequences, deterrence must not be an option in 
order for preventive war to appeal to leaders. In the case of terrorism, it is gen-
erally accepted that deterrence is not possible against suicide terror attacks. 
Deterrence is at its heart an understanding between two parties, where one 
party “deters” the other by threatening retaliation against something of value. 
To the extent that deterrence worked during the Cold War, it did so because 
the Soviet Union and the United States shared some core values, an under-
standing of the “rules of the game” and a secure second-strike capability. 

!ere are numerous reasons for a leader to believe, given some circum-
stances, that deterrence will not work against another state. A leader might 
believe that his adversary is irrational and unpredictable, that he is risk-prone 
in his decision making, that at some basic level there is no agreement on 
fundamental values (such as the sanctity of human life), or that the adver-
sary will &nd some indirect way to attack (such as giving WMDs to terrorist 
groups) that would make retaliation di$cult. For any of these reasons, once 
a leader believes that deterrence is no longer viable, there are few options le#. 
!e leader may do nothing, in the hope that an “unlikely” scenario will not 
become reality, or he may take positive action to either realign the balance of 
power or capabilities (as in Israel’s strike on the Osiraq reactor) or to remove 
a threat completely (as in the war in Iraq). 

!e Future of U.S. National Security Strategy
!e Iraqi insurgency and the di$culties of nation rebuilding have proved to 
be much more di$cult than the Bush administration anticipated. Saddam 
Hussein is gone, and a new elected government is in place, but the long-term 
prospects are hardly a given. Even more than the long-term e%ects in Iraq, the 
immense costs of the war (in political capital, relationships with allies, money, 
and lost lives) for the United States raise the question of whether another 
American-led preventive war is likely in the future. 

!e presidency of George W. Bush has been remarkable in the enormous 
consequences that followed from one initial judgment, and has had important 
rami&cations throughout the world. !e recognition that terrorism represents 
a unique type of threat, wholly di%erent from that faced by the U.S. during 
the Cold War, was arguably an inevitable conclusion a#er 9/11. However, the 
implications drawn from that one conclusion were far-reaching and contro-
versial. !at Bush linked terrorism, weapons of mass destruction, and rogue 
regimes together in the national security strategy was enormously signi&cant 
for America’s post-9/11 stance toward the world. Yet, his decision to use Iraq 
as a “test case” for preventive action was equally signi&cant. Many policy 
makers agreed that the United States and its allies must actively prevent acts of 
terrorism; that deterrence would not su$ce to keep the U.S. safe from further 
attacks. However, it was a huge risk, both for the country and his own political 
career, for Bush to have initiated a war not because of a direct and immediate 
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terrorist threat, but because of his judgment that Iraq posed a long-term threat 
to U.S. security. 

If the Iraq War was a test case for preventive action, then did it pass the 
test? Will this preventive war be an isolated incident, an anomaly in the his-
tory of modern U.S. foreign policy? Or did Bush’s National Security Strategy 
signal a major and long-lasting change of “grand strategy”? Will the Iraq War 
mark the beginning of a new era of increased international con"ict and suspi-
cion, marked by more and more states acting preventively? Will the policies of 
Bush outlast his presidency?

How we answer these questions in the future will depend on a great many 
factors: how well the war in Iraq goes and how deeply democracy takes root 
there, how successful the U.S. and its allies are in eradicating the most danger-
ous terrorist cells throughout the world, and how well the U.S. can help other 
countries deal with some of the root causes that allow terrorists to "ourish by 
earnestly helping countries on the path to economic and political develop-
ment. What is certain, however, is that in the near future, the United States 
will face severe threats from a number of quarters that will force dire situa-
tions and stark choices upon our leaders. Underestimating the threat might 
lead to catastrophe. And yet, preventive war is a blunt instrument, not a pana-
cea. If used unwisely, or without thought given to the likely consequences, its 
e%ects may be more detrimental than bene&cial.

As always, American presidents and allied leaders will be forced to make 
decisions with profound consequences, and yet they will o#en be required to 
do so on the basis of incomplete or imperfect information. !is is inevitable. 
As a result, the security of the United States will ultimately still hinge on the 
best judgments of leaders and their advisors. !ese decisions will engage their 
motives, worldviews, perceptions, and emotions. To the extent that there are 
answers to the questions posed in this chapter, they will be found in the recesses 
of the human mind, and not solely in material circumstances. It is critical, 
therefore, in examining preventive war to focus substantial attention there.
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