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“Since World War II, the United States has faced the difficult task of
finding policies which would be adequate for security and peace and at
the same time compatible with its traditions. Never before has a great
nation been called upon to adjust its thinking and its action so radically
in so short a period.”
1
— John Foster Dulles, April 1954
“For much of the last century, America’s defense relied on the Cold War
doctrines of deterrence and containment. In some cases, those strategies
still apply, but new threats also require new thinking.”
2
— George W. Bush, June 2002

I

n September 2001, government officials, members of the military, and citizens across the United States drew parallels between the terrorist attacks
on the American homeland and the December 1941 bombing of Pearl Harbor.
Significant casualties, an attack against American sovereignty, and complete
surprise were obvious similarities. Beyond these points, however, the dissimilarities of the two events made such comparisons of little use as the country
struggled to understand how the world had changed and how the United
States should deal with a new threat from an uncertain enemy.
A more appropriate and useful point of comparison, especially from
a strategic planning perspective, is 6 August 1945, when the detonation of an
atomic bomb signaled a sea change in warfare. The most apparent change
came at the tactical level, where the destructive power and radioactivity of an
atomic weapon created a battlefield environment that initially defied comprehension. Of greater significance, however, were the long-term strategic implications. In an instant, a paradigm shift occurred that led to a revolution in
strategic affairs, evidenced by a succession of Presidents who worked to deSummer 2005
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velop a strategy that defined the most effective balance of conventional and
nuclear forces. The tactical and operational doctrines, force structure, and resource allocation established through two world wars had to be reassessed in
light of both the country’s own nuclear capabilities and the potential of a nuclear enemy. This paradigm shift defined the parameters for a decades-long
ideological, and at times military, struggle with the Soviet Union.
On 11 September 2001, another paradigm shift occurred. Terrorism
was added to the post-1945 conventional and nuclear strategic equation as an
equally significant third factor. The Bush Administration faced a challenge
similar to that which strategic planners had encountered at the opening of the
nuclear age, to create an effective and rational defense policy in a world that
had been radically altered, one by atomic weapons, the other by terrorism.
The President’s 2002 National Security Strategy, based on the concept of preemption and commonly known as the Bush Doctrine, is the initial defense
policy designed to address this three-part strategic configuration. First, this
article places that strategy in a historical context to suggest that 11 September
did indeed initiate a paradigm shift in strategic planning as significant as that
of 1945, one that has yet to be fully acknowledged. Examining preemption
with an eye to history makes evident the daunting challenges of crafting an
acceptable and effective strategy to counter the danger of global terrorism.
Second, this article reviews some of the preliminary analyses of preemption
to encourage a debate on its propriety for the new strategic environment. The
purpose of this article is not to advocate for or against the Bush Doctrine, but
to call for an informed discussion. The war against al Qaeda and other terrorists, similar to the Cold War, likely will continue for years if not decades. It
therefore remains incumbent on the American people and their political leaders to better understand preemption and engage in an objective national discussion on its practical and moral aspects, and the likely consequences of
preventive action against Iran, North Korea, or other unforeseen threats.

Strategic Evolution
The strike against Hiroshima on 6 August 1945 signaled the beginning of the atomic age and a revolution in strategic affairs. Postwar officials
faced unprecedented challenges in defining a defense program as strategic
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planning reached a level of complexity previously unimaginable. World War
II’s three-part strategic structure of land, sea, and air forces became an anachronism of a simpler age as strategy paradoxically became two-dimensional
instead of three-dimensional: air, land, and sea forces coalesced under the
rubric of “conventional,” while atomic weapons and their more powerful successors formed the new category of nuclear forces. At the most basic conceptual level, strategists had only to determine the appropriate balance between
conventional and nuclear.
This simplification, however, was deceptive, made evident by a range
of issues: defining doctrines for the strategic and possible tactical use of nuclear weapons—either independently or in combined-arms operations; developing the technology and hardware to implement those doctrines; allocating
resources between not only conventional and nuclear forces, but among nuclear weapons and each of the conventional services; and evaluating the social,
political, and economic consequences of any nuclear strategy. For over 50
years, these issues and others challenged American civil and military leaders
who labored to create an effective strategy and force structure to ensure longterm national security. Successive presidential administrations, technological
advances in weaponry, and budgetary concerns all forced a continual reassessment of, and consequent evolution in, strategic doctrine.
In 1950, the Truman Administration defined the first American
nuclear strategy in National Security Council memo 68 (NSC-68), which established containment as the foundation of national defense. Later administrations modified the policy’s implementation, but its essential premise,
stopping the spread of communism through a combination of conventional
and nuclear forces, remained unchanged. Truman relied on a fully developed
nuclear arsenal to deter Soviet expansionism and a reinvigorated conventional force to ensure other US foreign policy initiatives. In 1953, recognizing that an equal commitment to both conventional and nuclear forces was
fiscally unsustainable, Dwight Eisenhower subordinated conventional weapons to nuclear. Deterrence became the watchword of his “New Look” policy.
Almost immediately, however, critics recognized the strategy’s weaknesses.
Henry Kissinger, then a political science professor at Harvard, identified the
strategic box created by the New Look. He argued that because the United
States possessed insufficient conventional forces to counter local communist
expansion, the strategy limited military and political leaders to either nuclear
holocaust or inaction, regardless of the level of Soviet aggression or the moral
implications of total war. Kissinger challenged defense policymakers to develop a more nuanced and responsive doctrine: “Given the power of modern
weapons, it should be the task of our strategic doctrine to create alternatives
less cataclysmic than a thermonuclear holocaust.”3
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“Will preemption provide an overarching
framework for fighting a decades-long
conflict as containment did
during the Cold War?”

In 1961, John F. Kennedy offered such an alternative, declaring, “Our
defense posture must be both flexible and determined. Any potential aggressor
contemplating an attack on any part of the Free World . . . must know that our
response will be suitable, selective, swift, and effective.” Designed to avoid
massive retaliation’s strategic cul-de-sac, Kennedy rejected its nuclear dominance in favor of greater symmetry and operational flexibility.4
When Lyndon Johnson became President in November 1963, flexible response was undergoing a trial by fire in Southeast Asia. Over the course
of the Johnson presidency, the frustrations of Vietnam demonstrated the challenges of fighting a conventional, limited war against an unconventional enemy. Richard Nixon, elected in part because of the country’s dissatisfaction
with Vietnam, collaborated with Henry Kissinger to craft a substantial shift in
America’s defense policy. Détente, as the Nixon/Kissinger strategy became
known, was a further revision of containment, one that emphasized diplomacy to convince the Soviets to accept the legitimacy of other ideologies and
the mutual benefits of a stable world order. That dialogue continued under
Jimmy Carter, who sought to define “a new American foreign policy—a policy based on constant decency in its values.” Carter hoped to maintain this
moral commitment through nonintervention and a contraction of military
power: “We desire a freeze,” he announced in 1977, “on further modernization and production of weapons and a continuing, substantial reduction of
strategic nuclear weapons as well.”5
Ronald Reagan, leading the Republican resurgence of the 1980s, reversed the perceived strategic anemia of the Carter Administration. He won
congressional support for six years of defense budget increases focused on
modernization, training, pay raises, and, most ambitiously, a missile defense
shield program, the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI). Years of containment,
capped by the Reagan military renaissance, bore fruit when the Soviet Union
surrendered its ideological legitimacy and national identity in 1991, ending
nearly five decades of US-Soviet confrontation.6
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While many historians credit Reagan’s policies with accelerating if
not causing the end of the Cold War, his national defense strategy, like each of
his predecessors’, defined what he saw as the proper balance for the twodimensional framework of conventional and nuclear weapons that had existed
since 6 August 1945. This conventional/nuclear duality outlived the Soviet
Union, as Presidents George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton operated within its
bounds. For over 50 years, presidential inclinations, technological innovations, Soviet ambitions, and shifting social and political pressures all drove the
evolution of containment in a search for the most appropriate strategy. The
complexities of strategic planning in the late 20th century were daunting; however, the initial moments of the 21st century presented even greater challenges.

A More Complex World
The events of 11 September 2001 initiated a strategic paradigm shift
as momentous as that of 1945. Foreign terrorist attacks were no longer a distant
evil visited upon faraway regions like Chechnya or the Middle East; they had
come to America with stark brutality. Like 6 August 1945, the day’s events instantly made existing defense policy obsolete. The two-dimensional, nationstate oriented, conventional/nuclear strategic framework now added a third
element, terrorism. Balancing nuclear and conventional forces had challenged
Presidents for decades, but now the Bush Administration faced the task of defining a defense policy for a three-point strategic constellation. Conventional
arms continued to consume the majority of defense resources in places like the
Balkans, Haiti, and South Korea, and in maintaining readiness to counter potential aggressors like North Korea, Iran, or, at the time, Iraq. The nuclear
threat, although diminished after the Cold War, persisted in China, Russia, former Soviet republics, and most alarmingly in a provocative Iran and an inscrutable North Korea. Terrorism was the added dimension in the equation, a new
class of warfare at the strategic level that did not fit into the nuclear/conventional paradigm and one that US strategy and force structure were ill-equipped
to meet. As a tactic, terrorism has plagued civilizations for centuries, but 11
September demonstrated that extremists were prepared to use it on a previously
unimaginable strategic scale. Countering this terrorist threat would require
new ways of thinking, innovative technologies, a greater use of covert operations and special forces, and an additional commitment of resources, all while
maintaining conventional and nuclear capabilities. Now the task was to define
a strategic doctrine that included not two, but three types of warfare.
President Bush introduced his strategy to confront these multiple
threats at West Point in June 2002. Acknowledging that a Cold War mentality
was no longer tenable, he told cadets that in the past, “America’s defense reSummer 2005
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lied on the Cold War doctrines of deterrence and containment. In some cases,
those strategies still apply, but new threats also require new thinking.” To
fight this new type of war against terrorists at home and abroad, the President
defined a strategy of preemption, now known as the Bush Doctrine: “If we
wait for threats to fully materialize, we will have waited too long. . . . Our security will require all Americans to be forward-looking and resolute, to be
ready for preemptive action.” The specifics of preemption, outlined in the
National Security Strategy (NSS), declare that the United States “will not
hesitate to act alone, if necessary, to exercise our right of self-defense by acting preemptively against such terrorists, to prevent them from doing harm
against our people and our country.” Emphasizing that international law has
always recognized the right of a nation to act in the face of “an imminent danger of attack,” the NSS proposes that the revolutionary nature of a terrorist enemy required a reassessment of “imminent”: “We must adapt the concept of
imminent threat to the capabilities and objective of today’s adversaries. . . .
The greater the threat, the greater is the risk of inaction—and the more compelling the case for taking anticipatory action to defend ourselves, even if uncertainty remains as to the time and place of the enemy’s attack. . . . [T]he
United States will, if necessary, act preemptively.” Before such an enemy
could pose an immediate threat, the United States would now strike first
against terrorists “and those who knowingly harbor or provide aid to them.”7

Preemption and Prevention in the Past
Although little remembered, defense analysts debated the propriety
of preemption in the 1950s, and given that the strategy is at the heart of the
Bush Doctrine, their thoughts are worth revisiting. First, however, a word of
caution on definitions. In the 1950s, the term “preemptive war” defined a military action taken only after an imminent threat had been identified. Our concern, however, and the foundation of the Bush Doctrine, lies with what at the
time was termed “preventive war,” defined in the late 1950s by strategic theorist Bernard Brodie as “a premeditated attack by one country against another,
which is unprovoked in the sense that it does not wait upon a specific aggression or other overt action by the target state.” In the late 1940s, defense circles
first considered the option of preventive war, but the policy found little support. Writing in 1949, George Kennan made the observation that
a democratic society cannot plan a preventive war. . . . But even if it were possible for democracy to lay its course deliberately toward war, I would question
whether that would be the right answer. . . . [W]e are condemned, I think, to define our objectives here in terms of what can be accomplished by measures
short of war. And, while this is a matter of personal philosophy rather than of
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objective observation, I for one am deeply thankful that Providence has placed
that particular limitation on us.8

The Truman Administration came to the same conclusion, stating in
NSC-68 that the United States would not make a first strike “unless it is demonstrably in the nature of a counter-attack to a blow which is on its way or
about to be delivered.” In other words, there would be no preventive war; preemption, on the other hand, remained an acceptable option: “The military advantages of landing the first blow become increasingly important with
modern weapons, and this is a fact which requires us to be on the alert in order
to strike with our full weight as soon as we are attacked, and, if possible, before the Soviet blow is actually delivered.”9
The challenges of a deepening Cold War pushed President Eisenhower to contemplate preventive action. Concerned about the Soviets’ thermonuclear capabilities and the rising cost of defense budgets, Eisenhower
wrote to Secretary of State John Foster Dulles that given the circumstances,
the Administration might “be forced to consider whether or not our duty to future generations did not require us to initiate war at the most propitious moment that we could designate.” Army Chief of Staff Matthew Ridgway,
however, rejected preventive war as “contrary to every principle upon which
our nation had been founded, . . . abhorrent to the great mass of American people.” Just a few months later, the President also disallowed, at least publicly,
such a strategy: “A preventive war, to my mind, is an impossibility today. . . .
[F]rankly, I wouldn’t even listen to anyone seriously that came in and talked
about such a thing.”10
In Strategy in the Missile Age (1959), Bernard Brodie summarized
the debate over preventive war and found three points framing the deliberations that may be as applicable today as then. First, there was a recognition
that the country’s offensive military capabilities no longer provided an effective defense. Neither conventional nor nuclear weapons could completely
stop a catastrophic attack. Second, most acknowledged that the damage and
casualties from such an attack would be intolerable. Finally, there was no indication that any foreseeable technological advance would improve the situation. These conditions created an environment that made preventive war
appealing to some. Proponents of such a course, working from the assumptions that war was inevitable and that intelligence could identify appropriate
targets, argued that executing a preventive war offered significant advantages; it would produce decisive results and decrease if not eliminate the effects of an enemy response. Conversely, opponents warned that preventive
war would initiate war on the basis of what might happen, a path Bismarck
had counseled against: “I would . . . never advise your Majesty to declare war
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forthwith, simply because it appeared that our opponent would begin hostilities in the near future. One can never anticipate the way of divine providence
securely enough for that.” While moral concerns were probably not the motivation behind Bismarck’s advice, they were of great concern to the opponents
of preventive war who argued that this path crossed the accepted moral prohibition on the use of lethal force based on assumptions. Brodie commented,
“The people of the United States have obviously made a decision, with little
overt debate but quite remarkable unanimity, against any form of preventive
war. The lack of active consideration of the matter confirms only the preordained nature of the decision, which accords profoundly with our national
psychology and system of values.”11 In the 1950s, neither the Eisenhower Administration nor the American people were prepared to cross that moral
boundary. Henry Kissinger perhaps expressed the national sentiment on preventive war when he wrote, “There has always been an air of unreality about a
program so contrary to the sense of the country and the constitutional limits
within which American foreign policy must be conducted.”12
In the 1940s, President Truman rejected the call of a minority to take
preventive action against Soviet nuclear targets, opting instead for a strategy
of containment, a decision confirmed by each of his successors. Had Truman
or the Presidents who followed chosen the path of preventive strikes, a catastrophic nuclear war would now be part of our history, perhaps including either
a minimal yet horrific Soviet retaliatory attack or worse. Instead, containment
initiated a decades-long Cold War of high tensions, frustrating alliances, and
regional conflicts. In the end, however, Truman’s strategy, coupled with presidential prudence, successfully met the era’s two greatest challenges—maintaining the security of the United States and preventing nuclear war.

Preemption in the Present
A national consensus that rejected preventive war in the 1950s developed, as Brodie noted, with little debate. In a striking reversal, in 2002 the
United States accepted, again with little deliberation, a national strategy of
preemption (preventive war in 1950s terminology) as defined in the Bush
Doctrine. Since the issuance of the 2002 National Security Strategy, the war
in Iraq and the politics of a presidential election have absorbed Americans’attention, forestalling a debate on the propriety and likely effectiveness of the
nation’s first post-9/11 strategic doctrine. Defense strategists and theorists,
however, have begun the process of evaluating the merits and deficiencies of
preemption for fighting a war against terrorists. Questions of terminology, international law, counterproliferation, multilateralism, military effectiveness,
and ethical skepticism frame the developing dialogue.
114

Parameters

The distinction made in the 1950s between preemption and preventive war has been lost in today’s debate, and the incorrect use of the term
preemption when preventive war would be more accurate has significant consequences. Francois Heisbourg, chairman of the International Institute for
Strategic Studies in London, points out that current international law makes the
distinction, and a lack of precision can create confusion between friend and foe
alike. Potential allies may perceive such imprecision as an American inability
to recognize the subtleties and nuances of diplomacy, resulting in decreased international confidence and hindering the prospect of a united front against terrorism. Indiscriminately swapping terms can also mislead potential enemies,
convincing them to accelerate development of deterrent capabilities, namely
weapons of mass destruction (WMD), to counter a perceived threat from the
United States when none may in fact exist. Heisbourg concludes that preventive war is a potentially sustainable doctrine if the United States works closely
with allies to clarify and precisely define the specific guidelines of preventive
action, especially what constitutes an “imminent” threat.13
The issue of imminence is also central to the question of preemption’s (or, really, prevention’s) legality. In respect to international law, preemption in the sense of preventive war may well be legal, according to law
professor Anthony Clark Arend. By tradition, international law recognizes
the right of a nation to act preemptively in self-defense provided that it (1)
demonstrates necessity, that is, shows that another nation poses an imminent
threat, and (2) that the action taken is in proportion to the threat, avoiding excessive force. Today’s preemption, as outlined by the Bush Doctrine, argues
that the post-9/11 world requires a reassessment of “imminent,” that the proliferation of WMD and their potential nexus with terrorists has made obsolete
the customary understanding of international law’s necessity requirement,
especially of what constitutes an imminent threat. To date, the Bush Administration has offered only an implicit reinterpretation of “imminent,” while international law has shown no sign of change. Should international law come
to accept the Bush Doctrine’s implied definition of imminent, “preemption
may, in fact,” Arend concludes, “be lawful—even if politically unwise.”14
How might a reconfigured meaning of imminent and preemption fit
into international law? Neither international law nor the UN Charter addresses the current strategic environment where terrorists rather than nationstates threaten the lives of thousands of civilians, but strategist Terence
Taylor proposes a set of three criteria to redefine what constitutes an imminent threat in the post-9/11 world. First, the gravity of the threat must be significant, such as that posed by WMD. Second, the method of delivery must be
considered—not in relation to technology but in respect to the possibility of a
specific warning. Terrorism’s reliance on secrecy and surprise generally deSummer 2005
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nies any forewarning of an attack; thus, Taylor writes, “It can be argued that
even a general threat could qualify as imminent in international law.” The final criterion is a declared intent by the potential attackers, such as al Qaeda’s
pronouncements to make further and more devastating attacks against the
United States. A threat that fits these criteria, Taylor suggests, “creates a pervasive sort of imminent threat that could demand anticipatory military action . . . at a point in time when the opportunity arises to eliminate the threat.”
The validity of this standard in respect to international law is unclear, and will
remain so until both American policymakers and their foreign counterparts
establish clear and accepted definitions for terms like “imminent.” Resolution of this question “is as important to counter unjustified recourse to anticipatory military action as it is to provide protection to civilian populations
against catastrophic attacks.”15
Leaving behind the definitions and semantics of international law
raises the practical issue of applying a strategy of prevention in a world of
WMD, terrorists, and the possible mixing of the two. Professor Jason Ellis,
offering one perspective, maintains that preventive action should be part of a
broader strategy of counterproliferation. Past efforts at nonproliferation of
WMD, including ballistic missiles, he argues, have failed, and the Bush Administration has adopted a proactive response to the “proliferation-terrorism
nexus.” By acting “offensively today to preclude the development and delivery of graver threats down the line,” the Administration has the best chance of
stopping or mitigating the effects of the WMD proliferation that has already
occurred. The challenge will be “translating this strategic guidance into credible operational capabilities and plans.”16
Strategic theorists Lee Feinstein and Anne-Marie Slaughter agree
that the time has passed for emphasizing nonproliferation, indeed arguing that
the President’s strategy of preemption “does not go far enough.” Based on the
UN’s “Responsibility to Protect” principle that defines a world responsibility
to protect people’s lives and human rights through direct intervention if necessary, the authors propose a parallel “collective ‘duty to prevent’” rogue nations
from obtaining or using WMD. In the post-9/11 environment, nations must act
proactively to confront the threat of WMD; however, Feinstein and Slaughter
maintain that the majority of effort must come through collective nonmilitary
actions such as economic and diplomatic initiatives, sanctions, and embargoes.
When these measures are fully exhausted, military alternatives undertaken by
“unilateral action or coalitions of the willing should be considered.” Similar to
Ellis, they point out that the question of who decides when the time has come to
exercise the military option remains unanswered.17
Offering a differing view, strategist Gu Guoliang argues that in practice, a strategy of prevention “won’t work.” To be successful, a strategy must
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be based on reliable intelligence that identifies the enemy’s specific intentions, capabilities, and location, and have legal standing and moral authority
in the world community. Preventive warfare, he argues, fulfills none of these
requirements and therefore will prove ineffective in stopping the use of
WMD. Citing former Secretary of Defense William Cohen’s warning that
“American military superiority actually increases the threat of nuclear, biological, and chemical attack against us by creating incentives for adversaries
to challenge us asymmetrically,” Guoliang writes that preemption (prevention), can do nothing to prevent attacks by terrorists using trucks, ships, or
jumbo jets. Moreover, preventive action by the United States both sets a precedent for other states to claim the same right of prevention and contributes to
America’s unilateralist image. International cooperation, he suggests, is the
key to international security. Multinational efforts to continue and strengthen
nonproliferation programs will lessen the dangers posed by nation-states,
while widespread cooperation among members of the world community can
help reduce political, financial, and moral support for non-state threats.18
Lawrence Freedman, who for decades has studied and commented
on international strategy, reaches a similar conclusion. According to Freedman, deterrence is an outdated strategy of the Cold War, and a strategy of prevention will prove ineffective against the asymmetrical threat of terrorism; in
short, “neither can form the basis of a new strategy.” The success of deterrence during the Cold War emanated from the balanced terror of Mutually Assured Destruction. Recognizing that each side marshaled sufficient firepower
to annihilate the other dissuaded both from risking conflict, creating a stable
if tense environment. Such a dynamic among forces today is unlikely, given
the extremism and tactics of terrorists; there is little that can deter a suicide bomber. Nor does preemption present an effective defense framework,
and here Freedman also distinguishes between preemption and prevention.
Once more the question arises concerning the definition of imminent threat.
Echoing others, Freedman maintains that in addition to concerns about legality, the practical implementation of anticipatory action is problematic. Identifying an imminent threat from a state is difficult; recognizing a similar
threat from non-state groups like terrorists is essentially impossible. In very
practical terms, preemption will not stop attacks like those of 11 September.
Prevention, however, presents a possible alternative. Acknowledging that at
times an imminent threat will likely require a preemptive military strike,
Freedman argues that nonmilitary preventive actions, such as better intelligence, diplomatic initiatives, economic assistance, and improved technologies, can provide “sound guidance for dealing with the security problems
within and arising from weak states.” In other words, address the sources and
motivations of terrorists, rather than the consequences of their actions. But
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unlike a quick military fix, this approach requires a willingness “to engage
difficult problems over an extended period of time.”19
One final viewpoint to consider is that offered by Colonel Franklin
Wester, an Army Reserve chaplain. Using Just War tradition to evaluate the
ethical legitimacy of the Bush Doctrine as applied in the Iraq War, Wester argues that “the case of Iraq fails crucial ethical tests.” The United States at best
only marginally met the standard for legitimate authority to initiate an invasion, there existed no imminent threat to the United States or its allies, and
the Administration chose war not as a last resort but out of frustration over
Saddam’s intransigence. In addition to arguing that the Bush Doctrine’s application in Iraq did not meet Just War’s ethical standards, Wester goes on to
suggest, more significantly, that the National Security Strategy’s emphasis on
preemption may signal an ethical paradigm shift that redefines “imminent
threat” as “a clear danger [that] is not necessarily a present danger.”20

Preemption’s Future?
Rather than an emerging consensus, these arguments make evident
that the path forward in strategic planning is not clearly marked. Indeed, preemption’s implementation since its adoption as the foundation of the National Security Strategy has raised more questions and concerns than answers
and solutions. The Bush Administration and its national security staff must
evaluate whether preemption in its present form is the most appropriate and
effective defense policy for a war against terrorism.
Will preemption provide an overarching framework for fighting a
decades-long conflict as containment did during the Cold War? If not, a
new strategic doctrine, perhaps one that emphasizes nonmilitary and special forces operations, must be crafted to counter successfully the radical extremist threat. On the other hand, maintaining preemption raises its own
challenges. Diplomatic initiatives will need to address the international
community’s perception that the United States has adopted unilateralism in
practice if not in policy. More specifically, the status of preemption in international law must be clarified, as well as the closely related issue of defining
“imminent.” The United States needs to develop an accepted definition of
what constitutes an imminent threat in the post-9/11 world, and this determination should be done in consultation with the nation’s allies. In regard to the
practical application of preemption, military planners and strategists will
need to generate tactical doctrines that can be applied both to nation-states
who present traditional conventional and nuclear threats, and to non-state actors like al Qaeda who rarely present an identifiable target and who by the nature of their methods provide no prior warning. The President’s decision to
execute any preemptive or preventive military operation will be based on his
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national security team’s recommendations and the intelligence assessments
upon which they rely. As recent events demonstrate, reform is needed in both
intelligence gathering and analysis.
In its position as the only superpower, the United States must lead
the free world by developing a strategy—preemption or its successor—that,
like containment, will gather the international support necessary to successfully fight a war against an amorphous and insidious enemy like al Qaeda. An
understanding of strategic evolution since 6 August 1945 demonstrates the
great challenges of crafting a successful defense policy, challenges that became even more complex after 11 September 2001. Preemption, the first attempt to define a security policy for this new strategic paradigm, will
certainly undergo revision or replacement, not unlike the iterations of containment during the Cold War. This process, however, must begin with an
evaluation of and debate over the policy itself. Defense strategists must learn
from the history of preemption and prevention, and pursue a thoughtful reconsideration of America’s strategic doctrine.
America will likely be unsuccessful in the war against terrorists
through military superiority alone. A doctrine of preemption without a substantial nonmilitary component may well place the United States in a strategic box
similar to that of Dulles’s massive retaliation: undertake military operations on
the scale of a national invasion or do nothing at all. In practice as much as in
policy, America’s defense doctrine must include, as the National Security
Strategy outlines, more sophisticated and nuanced diplomatic initiatives and
humanitarian programs, efforts designed, in former Secretary of State Colin
Powell’s words, “to reduce the underlying sources of terrorist motivation and
recruitment.” As the Army Chief of Staff, General Peter Schoomaker, recently
observed, “This war that we’re in is not going to be won militarily. . . . [It] really
is a clash of ideas.” The second Bush Administration should work aggressively
and sincerely to win not only military engagements but that clash of ideas and
values, to win the support of world leaders and the peoples they govern, and to
win back the hearts and minds of those who on 11 September 2001 stood shoulder to shoulder with America.21
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