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U.S. National Security Policy:
In Search of Balance
C A R L  K AY S E N ,  J O H N  D .  S T E I N B R U N E R ,  A N D

M A R T I N  B .  M A L I N  

On September 17, 2002, the White House, under cover of a letter from President
Bush, issued a thirty-page document entitled “The National Security Strategy of the
United States.” Its “Overview” states: 

The U.S. national security strategy will be based on a distinctly
American internationalism that reflects the union of our values and
our national interests. The aim of this strategy is to help make the
world not just safer but better. Our goals on the path to progress are
clear: political and economic freedom, peaceful relations with other
states, and respect for human dignity. . . .

To achieve these goals, the United States will: 

• champion aspirations for human dignity; 
• strengthen alliances to defeat global terrorism and work to prevent 

attacks against us and our friends; 
• work with others to defuse regional conflicts; 
• prevent our enemies from threatening us, our allies, and our    

friends, with weapons of mass destruction; 
• ignite a new era of global economic growth through free markets 

and free trade; 
• expand the circle of development by opening societies and building

the infrastructure of democracy; 
• develop agendas for cooperative action with other main centers of 

global power; and 
• transform America’s national security institutions to meet the chal-

lenges and opportunities of the twenty-first century.1

These goals are admirable. Many of the means proposed for achieving them – each of
which is developed in a separate chapter of the document – have been features of U.S.
policy for the past half-century or more. 

1. The National Security Strategy of the United States of America, September 2002, pp. 1–2,
<http://www.whitehouse.gov/nsc/nss.html>.



N E W P O L I C I E S ,  N E W R E A L I T I E S

The new National Security Strategy is not, however, merely a continuation of past
policies. Two relatively novel features of the contemporary international scene and the
United States’ place in it correspond to the two most significant new elements in the
policy. These deserve more attention than they are currently receiving.

Preponderant U.S. Military Power

First is the United States’ overwhelming preponderance of military power over any
other nation or any plausible combination of nations that might oppose us. The reach
and the striking power of U.S. forces far outmatch those of any others. The United
States can today strike with speed and accuracy that was unheard of only a decade ago.
A crude indicator of U.S. dominance: the U.S. defense budget is today larger than the
combined defense expenditures of the next twenty-five largest militaries.2

Because of this condition of U.S. superiority, two questions will determine in large
degree the character of the international order in the coming decades: In what manner
will the United States use its military force? And for what purposes? On the question
of manner, the central issue is whether U.S. force deployments will be attempted in
accordance with international law and with authorization from the UN Security
Council, or in defiance of legitimate international objection and in violation of legal
procedure. On the question of purpose, the issue will turn on whether military force is
used to serve broad national and international concerns, or to advance a parochial inter-
est in maintaining U.S. global dominance regardless of the consequences for others. 

The National Security Strategy document does not say explicitly that it is the poli-
cy of the United States to do whatever is necessary to sustain its global dominance.
What it does say, in the final section on transforming American national security insti-
tutions, is that the United States intends to build and maintain its defenses “beyond
challenge.” The president had previously set this indefinite and operationally ambigu-
ous standard in an address to the graduating class of West Point in June 2002 when he
declared: “America has, and intends to keep, military strengths beyond challenge.”3 The
United States will retain, as it has in the past, the capability to deter threats to its vital
interests and to defeat an adversary should deterrence fail. But a new criterion has been
added. It is that the U.S. military be “strong enough to dissuade potential adversaries
from pursuing a military build-up in hopes of surpassing, or equaling, the power of
the United States.”4

The concept of fielding a military force so dominating that it prevents adversaries
from contemplating resistance raises troubling questions. Is it justified on legitimate
grounds of self-defense? Russian and Chinese officials have asked this question in
response to U.S. plans for deploying a national missile defense system and aspirations
for placing strike weapons in space. China has asked repeatedly that the United States
negotiate at the UN Conference on Disarmament at Geneva new rules to prevent the
competitive and unrestrained deployment of weapons in space. Following the U.S.

2 WAR WITH IRAQ: COSTS, CONSEQUENCES, AND ALTERNATIVES

2. Christopher Hellman, “Last of the Big Time Spenders: U.S. Military Budget Still the World’s Largest,
and Growing,” Center for Defense Information (4 February 2002). <http://www.cdi.org/issues/wme/
spendersFY03.html>.

3. <http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2002/06/20020601-3.html>.

4. The National Security Strategy of the United States, 30.



withdrawal from the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile treaty, China was joined in its request
by Russia. The United States, seeking a standard of dominance that is beyond chal-
lenge, has refused to consider the Chinese and Russian proposal for negotiated
restraints.

The concept of building weapons systems that are so advanced that they cause
opponents to throw up their hands and forgo defiance should also be questioned on
grounds of effectiveness. No potential adversary hopes to match U.S. military might
head on, in symmetrical fashion. Rather, those who would harm the United States
seek cheap and easy ways of exploiting U.S. vulnerabilities. Those points of leverage
grow more numerous as the United States labors to extend its military superiority
abroad. And the motivation of U.S. enemies to act grows with their resentment of per-
ceived intimidation. By aspiring to a standard of dominance that would dissuade oth-
ers from attempting a direct military challenge, the United States may in fact stimulate
adversaries to work ever harder to exploit any number of vulnerabilities. 

Weapons of Mass Destruction and Terrorism

A second novel feature of the international environment is the development of interna-
tional networks of terrorists with a demonstrated willingness to undertake violence on
a massive scale. These networks flourish within and between states whose political
agendas overlap with those of the terrorists, and in countries where there is no author-
ity capable of preventing terrorist groups from using the territories as bases, staging
areas, and refuges. A grave and valid concern of the new National Security Strategy is
that a terrorist group will acquire nuclear, biological, or chemical weapons and wreak
catastrophic harm.

The weapons themselves are not new (though the development of new and more
deadly biological weapons is particularly worrisome). Almost as soon as they were
developed, the United States recognized the dangers inherent in the existence of
nuclear weapons and participated in international efforts to limit their possession.
Political and military leaders have shared the concerns of scientists and scholars that
nuclear weapons are not simply more efficient explosives but rather a threat of an
entirely different magnitude. Their dangers to civilians had to be weighed heavily in
the reckoning of their usability. Similarly, biological and chemical weapons have been
recognized as presenting special dangers, and international efforts to control their pos-
session and forbid their use by law embodied in treaties had the support of the United
States. 

The corresponding policy in the new National Security Strategy is what the docu-
ment calls “preemption” – using force in anticipation of a danger to prevent hostile
states from acquiring weapons of mass destruction or harboring terrorists. The United
States has been preparing in recent months to implement this policy against Iraq. In
this particular case, “preemption,” as it is commonly understood, is a mischaracteriza-
tion, since that term usually is taken to mean striking the first blow when war appears
to be imminent and unavoidable. What the United States is proposing is more proper-
ly characterized as “preventive war,” that is, a war of choice to prevent the emergence
of a threat further in the future. U.S. military advisors have contemplated preventive
war before, notably against the Soviet Union at various points during the Truman and
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Eisenhower administrations. But such thinking was consistently rejected at the politi-
cal level on both moral and strategic grounds.5 Today, by contrast, it is our declared
policy to maintain the capability to wage preventive war against those who may threat-
en us with weapons of mass destruction. 

L A W V S .  F O R C E

An additional and striking novelty of the National Security Strategy document is what
it omits. The international rule of law as an overarching goal of policy is nowhere
mentioned. Neither is the Charter of the United Nations, a treaty that is largely of the
United States’ own making and to which the United States is bound. The United
Nations itself receives only a few perfunctory mentions: the most substantive one is in
the penultimate paragraph of the president’s introductory letter, where it is listed with
the OAS, the WTO, and NATO as examples of multilateral institutions that can “mul-
tiply the strength of freedom-loving nations.” There is an additional mention of the
United Nations in the chapter on strengthening alliances to defeat global terrorism,
where it is mentioned as an example of international organizations “we will continue
to work with” in rebuilding Afghanistan.

The aim of the UN Charter was to substitute law and diplomacy for force as the
primary regulators of relations among nations. The primacy of law over force has been
a major thread in American foreign policy since the end of World War II. From the
United Nations to the World Trade Organization, the United States has led in the cre-
ation of international organizations that extend the reach of law, and seek to constrain
the powerful as well as to give the weak a voice. It has all but disappeared from the
fabric of national security that the administration now presents.

Indeed, the Bush administration has conducted an assault on major elements of the
international legal framework that has been developed to regulate security policies and
force deployments. In addition to abrogating rather than renegotiating the ABM
treaty, it has forced termination of efforts to negotiate a compliance protocol for the
Biological Weapons Convention. It has repeatedly denigrated and has refused to ratify
the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, despite international consensus that a ban on
nuclear testing is necessary to preserve the Nonproliferation Treaty. Senior officials
have recently questioned the security assurances endorsed by all previous administra-
tions in support of the latter treaty.

The National Security Strategy departs sharply from previous U.S. practices, and in
so doing can be compared to NSC 68, the once classified national security policy 
statement promulgated by President Truman in 1950. Released in the wake of the
North Korean attack on South Korea (though drafted earlier), that document provid-
ed a blueprint for the conduct of the Cold War and initiated a vast U.S. military build-
up, especially of nuclear weapons. The Bush administration’s National Security
Strategy provides a blueprint for a perpetual series of hot wars and preventive strikes,
initiated whenever it is determined that another state is accumulating threatening
weapons or harboring terrorists. Is the administration’s apparent confidence in the
utility of military force and our capacity to use it without unnecessarily provoking
“asymmetric” retaliation, from terrorists and hostile states, justified? And has the
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5. Marc Trachtenberg, “A ‘Wasting Asset’: American Strategy and the Shifting Nuclear Balance,
1949–1954,” in Trachtenberg, History and Strategy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), 100–152.



administration adequately assessed the potential indirect costs of the strategy, in the
form of alienation and even isolation from the rest of the world?

If one could directly ask all citizens of the United States to identify their core polit-
ical values, freedom would probably be the most frequently mentioned word.
Certainly those who seek to represent the American electorate regularly evoke it.
Images of enslavement run deep in the national consciousness. The more thoughtful
answers, however, and the ones best informed about historical traditions would cite
the rule of law. Government by consensually formulated law is the defining feature of
American democracy, and as a practical matter the threat to freedom has much more to
do with the possible defects in the internal rule of law than with the actions of any
external aggressor. Although they might not volunteer that latter thought, a solid
majority of Americans would probably acknowledge it. 

Curiously, however, and ominously, one cannot be as confident of the answer if
the question is posed about political values in international relations. There is a sub-
stantial strand of opinion that believes the international order to be fundamentally
anarchic and concludes that freedom and other core interests can be protected only by
the exercise of military power. That has long been a minority view, but it is an intense
minority with disproportionate influence that adheres to it. In the wake of last year’s
terrorist attacks that view has acquired ascendancy in American policy. Most of the
implications are yet to unfold, but the possibilities are quite apparent. The traditional
balance between military preparation and international legal restraint has already been
sharply shifted by repudiating a number of treaties that the United States itself origi-
nally sponsored. The most recent statement of policy suggests that the United States
reserves the right to initiate war for reasons of its own choosing. 

Based on the recent U.S. election returns, some would argue that this policy
appeals to more voters than it dismays. Further, the 15–0 vote in the UN Security
Council for the final U.S.-U.K. draft of the resolution on Iraq’s obligations to end its
program for acquiring nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons – though it does not
provide, as the United States had sought, automatic authorization for the use of force
if Iraq is found to be uncooperative – arguably reflects the weight of U.S. power. The
United States appears to be the beneficiary of the occasional if commonly fleeting
response to the amassing and exercise of power in the international arena, that of
jumping on the bandwagon of the most powerful. 

In a longer-term perspective, however, can the pursuit of ever more intimidating
military forces, their use in preventive wars, and the neglect of international law and
cooperation be the path toward our goals of a more democratic and open world of
governments more responsive to their citizens and more concerned to promote their
prosperity and liberty?

Before implementing the new National Security Strategy by going to war with
Iraq, a clear accounting of the costs, consequences, and alternatives to that action is
urgently needed.
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Gambling on War:
Force, Order, and the
Implications of Attacking Iraq
S T E V E N  E .  M I L L E R

Aided in large measure by the events of September 11, the Bush administration has
achieved remarkable momentum in the direction of launching a preventive war against
Iraq. For many months now, it has been laying out its case for this course of action.
This is a serious case, with many elements that are meritorious or even unassailable.
On the other hand, when the potential costs, risks, and consequences are fully
assessed, the war looks very much like a dangerous gamble that could well be damag-
ing to American (and Western) interests and the cause of a safe and congenial interna-
tional order.

Judgments about the net wisdom of attacking Iraq must weigh the arguments for
war against the case for dealing with Saddam’s Iraq in some other way. The debate has
been marked by deep divisions between the proponents and opponents of this war.
These divisions are rooted in very different perspectives on potential costs, on possible
consequences, and on the feasibility and effectiveness of alternatives to war. The fol-
lowing discussion provides an inventory of the arguments and concerns that animate
the two sides of the debate. Such an inventory pits against one another two starkly
contrasting visions of the war: an optimistic vision in which all goes well, the war is
cheap, and the results are positive; and a skeptical vision in which things go wrong,
the war is more costly than the Bush administration predicts, and the consequences of
the war are more negative than positive. The administration’s expectations about the
war are alluring and could be correct. Skeptics, however, are haunted by the concern
that Bush’s predictions will be wrong. 

T H E  G R O U N D S  F O R W A R

The Bush Administration’s Case

The Bush administration has put before its critics a provocative challenge by making a
coherent and plausible case for war. Indeed, the administration has got many things
right:



• Bush’s characterization of Saddam Hussein is essentially correct. One can quarrel
over details – the extent of his recent involvement with international terrorism,
for example. But the basic picture the administration paints cannot be disputed.
Saddam is one of the most brutal, despicable tyrants in recent history. He is
responsible for egregious human rights abuses. He has repeatedly menaced and
attacked his neighbors. He has violated international law and broken treaty com-
mitments. He has supported international terrorism. He has defied the UN and
ignored the will of the international community. He has sought and, by all
accounts, continues to seek weapons of mass destruction. In the past, he has used
chemical weapons, both in the war with Iran and against his own citizens.
Without question, he is one of the most unattractive leaders of modern times.

• For all these reasons, the Bush administration is correct to argue that Saddam’s
removal from power is a desirable objective. The world (and the population of
Iraq) would certainly be better off if Saddam’s regime were replaced by a more
civilized and less violent government.

• The Bush administration is also correct that the response of the United Nations
to Saddam’s defiance, to his prolonged noncompliance with numerous UN
Resolutions that were agreed in the aftermath of the 1991 Gulf war, has been dis-
appointing, if not disgraceful. At least in the American political context, this has
raised the most profound concerns about the will of the international community
to enforce arms control and nonproliferation agreements and has reinforced skep-
ticism about the value of treaties and other legal instruments.

• The Bush administration is correct that Saddam could be more dangerous in the
future than he is now. If he is able eventually to acquire nuclear weapons or to
strengthen his alleged chemical and biological weapons capabilities, he will be an
even more alarming figure, and presumably even more difficult to deal with. It is
this fear of the future, this concern about the possible growth of Saddam’s
weapons of mass destruction (WMD) capabilities, that are at the heart of the case
for war now. Indeed, this is the essence of the logic of preventive war: better war
now than later.1

• The Bush administration is correct that it possesses the military power to achieve
its objective of regime change. Indeed, the American military advantage over Iraq
is staggering – even greater than was the case at the time of the Gulf war in 1991.
The United States might have to pay a price for its victory and it will need to
possess the determination to see the war through if the costs mount. But there
can be no doubt of the military outcome if the United States perseveres.

It is not easy to disagree in any large way with any of these points. Taken together,
however, they do not constitute a wholly persuasive argument for war, not least
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1. Though Bush’s approach has been almost universally described, in the media and elsewhere, as a doc-
trine of preemption, this is incorrect. Preemption refers to a military strike provoked by indications that
an opponent is preparing to attack. The logic is: better to strike than be struck. But no one is suggesting
that Saddam is preparing to strike the United States. There are no indications that this is the case. Bush is
instead making the case for preventive war, for removing today a threat that may be more menacing and
difficult in the future. The administration may prefer to label its policy preemption because that is an easi-
er case to make. But it is not an accurate use of the term as traditionally defined.



because there is little, if anything, new in this indictment of Saddam. Indeed, some
elements on the roster of Saddam’s transgressions date back into the 1980s, including
from the period when he benefited from U.S. support. Saddam’s reprehensible behav-
ior and his defiance of the United Nations are objectionable but have been ongoing
for years and hence are an awkward justification for immediate war now. Nevertheless,
the Bush administration’s characterization of Saddam and the threat he may pose
moves the debate some distance in the direction of war and provides a context in
which the use of force is a plausible option.

The logic flows powerfully: Saddam is a brutal and menacing figure who is likely
to be even more dangerous in the future. He is openly hostile and explicitly threaten-
ing to U.S. and Western interests. The world would be better off without him. The
United States possesses the power to eliminate his regime. And the next step in the
logic chain follows naturally: the United States ought to do so before he undertakes
even more unspeakable acts from an even stronger position. This is, it is suggested,
one of those unusual instances in which the case for war is compelling.2

A cheap war. To this line of argument the Bush administration adds a vision of the
war with Iraq that is more debatable, but still plausible. It is a vision that suggests that
Saddam can be eliminated at modest cost (in military terms). In part, this is of course
simply a reflection of Washington’s tremendous military superiority. But there is more
to it than that. The Bush administration’s “theory of victory” is built around the
notion that Saddam is a brutal dictator, despised by many of his own people, whose
rule is based on fear rather than loyalty. This makes his regime brittle, vulnerable to a
sharp rap from the outside. If it becomes clear, goes the argument, that Saddam is fin-
ished, that the United States is going to bring an end to his reign, then the Iraqi peo-
ple will rise up to oppose him, the Republican guard will abandon him, the Iraqi mili-
tary will refuse to fight, and American forces may be welcomed as liberators. For both
the Bush administration and its supporters, this idea of preventive war as liberation,
leading to the expectation that the Iraqi people and the Iraqi armed forces are more
likely to turn against Saddam than to resist an American attack, seems to be a central
component of the mindset for war.3

Senior Bush administration officials, writes one Washington journalist, “believe a
significant number of Saddam’s army commanders and units will either refuse to fight
or will assist allied troops in toppling the Baghdad regime.”4 According to another
report, U.S. war planners “rely greatly on defecting Iraqi units to topple Saddam

GAMBLING ON WAR: FORCE, ORDER, AND THE IMPLICATIONS OF ATTACKING IRAQ 9

2. An excellent articulation of the case for war against Iraq is Kenneth Pollack, “Next Stop Baghdad?”
Foreign Affairs 18 (2) (March/April 2002): 32–47. See also Christopher Hitchens, “Machiavelli in
Mesopotamia: The Case Against the Case Against ‘Regime Change’ in Iraq,” Slate, 7 November 2002.
Pollack’s book on this subject has just appeared: The Threatening Storm: The Case for Invading Iraq (New
York: Random House, 2002). For a respectful but dissenting review of Pollack’s book, see Jack F.
Matlock, Jr., “Deterring the Undeterrable,” New York Times Book Review, 20 October 2002, p. 11.

3. This expectation echoes hopes that were voiced during the Gulf war of 1991 that Saddam would be
overthrown during or immediately after the war by internal forces seeking to spare the country further
suffering. According to one account, the first President Bush openly called for the overthrow of Saddam
based on “a belief that Iraq’s military forces and governing elites are increasingly desperate to stop the
allied destruction of their country.” This is recounted in Sarah Graham-Brown, Sanctioning Saddam: The
Politics of Intervention in Iraq (London: I. B. Tauris, 1999), 19. Needless to say, a dozen years later such
expectations seem wildly off the mark.

4. Rowan Scarborough, “War in Iraq Seen as Quick Win,” Washington Times, 18 September 2002.



Hussein.”5 Head of the Defense Policy Board, Richard Perle, one of the most outspo-
ken advocates of war, has said, “I don’t believe we have to defeat Saddam’s army. I
think Saddam’s army will defeat Saddam.”6 Such views are widely echoed outside the
government. David Remnik comments, for example, “Saddam’s army barely fought
for him a decade ago; now, at about a third the size it was then and far less formidably
equipped, it faces an American military that is stronger than ever.”7 In the best case,
the prospect of an American invasion induces the overthrow of Saddam without mili-
tary action. Kenneth Pollack writes, “It is possible that the mere presence of such
American forces on Iraq’s doorstep could produce a coup that would topple Saddam
without significant combat.”8 In short, what many supporters of the war envision is
not a war against Iraq but a focused attack on Saddam’s power base that produces a
quick decapitation of his regime, generating a result that can be seen in Iraq and else-
where in the region as the liberation of the Iraqi people.9

Here, then, is the scenario that the Bush administration finds powerfully attrac-
tive: that this highly desirable objective can be achieved quickly, cheaply, easily. If this
scenario is plausible, why isn’t this an attractive option? If force is not a usable option
under these circumstances, when will it be?

To those critics who raise potential costs and risks of this path, the Bush adminis-
tration offers a further wrinkle. The perils of military action have to be balanced
against the costs and risks of inaction. As Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz
(an ardent supporter of war with Iraq) has said, “In the end, it has to come down to a
careful weighing of things we can’t know with precision, the costs of action versus the
costs of inaction, the costs of action now versus the costs of action later.”10 Failing to
act against Saddam now may open the door for future travesties and transgressions. If
at some future date, Saddam uses nuclear weapons against Israel or gasses more of his
own citizens or engages in ethnic cleansing against the Kurds or launches a covert bio-
logical weapons attack against the United States, won’t history look back on the failure
to remove him as a grievous error? Won’t people wish that Saddam had been stopped,
much as people lament the failure to stop Hitler in the 1930s?11 President Bush himself
makes this point in his preface to his new national security strategy: “History will
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5. Rowan Scarborough, “Military Planners Favor Striking Iraq in February,” Washington Times, 20
September 2002.

6. Quoted in Scarborough, “War in Iraq Seen as Quick Win.”

7. David Remnik, “Us and Them,” New Yorker, 23 September 2002. Quotation from web version available
at <http://www.newyorker.com>.

8. Pollack, “Next Stop Baghdad?” 44. However, U.S. intelligence has cast doubt on Saddam’s vulnerabili-
ty to internal overthrow. See, for example, Bill Gertz, “Saddam Safe on Home Front, CIA Says,”
Washington Times, 29 October 2002. For another cautionary view, see Ephraim Kam, “Target: Iraq,”
Strategic Assessment 5 (2) (August 2002). Kam writes (Ibid., 6): “Saddam has many enemies and people
who hate him inside Iraq, yet it is highly questionable if they would dare to move against him because of
their fear of his internal security agencies and perhaps because of their unwillingness to identify with the
United States. . . .”

9. The decapitation approach is described in Thomas Ricks, “War Plans Target Hussein Power Base,”
Washington Post, 22 September 2002.

10. As quoted in Bill Keller, “The Sunshine Warrior,” New York Times Magazine, 22 September 2002, p. 97.

11. The comparison of Saddam to Hitler turns up rather frequently in the prolific writings that now flood
the media on the possible war against Iraq. See, for example, Richard Cohen, “Hitler and Bad History,”
Washington Post, 24 September 2002. Also employing the Hitler analogy is Benjamin Netanyahu, “The
Case for Toppling Saddam,” Wall Street Journal, 20 September 2002. 



judge harshly those who saw the coming danger but failed to act.”12 The message is
clear: those who oppose this war must bear the onus of the costs, risks, and dangers of
inaction. This is, indeed, a fair point.

The Bush administration has clearly rendered its judgment, concluding that inac-
tion is unacceptably dangerous and risky, while war against Saddam is both desirable
and likely to be cheap. And not only cheap, but in a number of respects effective.

A beneficial war. The Bush administration and other supporters of the war against
Iraq anticipate that the war will produce a number of advantageous consequences. It
will, of course, eliminate Saddam’s regime and bring to an end Iraq’s programs to
acquire or develop weapons of mass destruction (WMD), thereby removing one of the
gravest potential threats to U.S. and regional security. This will foreclose the possibility
that Saddam might assist Al Qaeda or other terrorist groups by providing them with
WMD. It will liberate the Iraqi people from the heavy yoke of Saddam’s oppression.
Optimists within the administration hope that this in turn might lead to a wave of
democratization throughout the region, something that has the potential to remake
the entire Middle East. 

More broadly, the exercise of U.S. military force against Saddam will restore
respect for American power, enhance the credibility of U.S. threats, and reduce the
likelihood that hostile forces will challenge U.S. interests. The successful prosecution
of a campaign against Saddam will be a vivid display of American leadership and of
America’s moral purpose in employing its power for benign ends against evil forces.
The far-flung international skepticism about the wisdom of this path will, the Bush
administration believes, be transformed into admiration and gratitude when its suc-
cessful policy against Iraq results in a clearly preferable world; in any case, everybody
loves a winner. Further, war against Iraq will also represent a rare and highly desirable
instance in which UN resolutions are backed up by enforcement and in which the
nonproliferation regime is shown to have teeth. This, it is suggested, is a blow for the
civilized portions of the international community against the lawless forces of disorder.
Such action is essential if the nonproliferation regime is to have efficacy.

According to advocates, in short, a successful war will remove Saddam from the
scene, liberate Iraq, promote democracy in the Middle East, enhance regional security,
bolster the international community by enforcing its will against a transgressor, and
buttress American power, influence, and leadership. This is a lot of good to be
achieved by a cheap war. 

An unavoidable war. But advocates of the war argue not simply that this would be
a cheap and beneficial step. They suggest that it is a necessary, even an unavoidable,
war because no acceptable policy alternative exists. The only way to adequately deal
with Saddam, according to this view, is to use force. The conclusion that preventive
war is the only effective option rests on five key judgments:

1. The containment of Saddam is failing. For nearly a dozen years, Saddam has
been contained and handicapped by the constraints and limitations he was compelled
to accept in the aftermath of his defeat in the 1991 Gulf war. But this approach never
worked perfectly and has degraded across time. For many proponents of the war, the
containment policy has deteriorated to the point that it can no longer be regarded as

GAMBLING ON WAR: FORCE, ORDER, AND THE IMPLICATIONS OF ATTACKING IRAQ 11

12. The National Security Strategy of the United States, September 2002, p. ii.



effective. And, importantly, because international will to enforce Iraqi compliance has
eroded, the system of constraints, sanctions, and limitations cannot be repaired or
strengthened. As Pollack argues, while in theory it might be possible to create arrange-
ments that would improve the containment system, “such a deal is unimaginable in
the UN Security Council today, where many of the members compete to see who can
appease Iraq most.”13

2. Inspections will never suffice. As a part of the settlement of the 1991 Gulf war,
Saddam’s regime accepted disarmament provisions that called for its weapons of mass
destruction to be identified and destroyed. Its WMD activities were to be subjected to
unprecedentedly intrusive long-term international monitoring. From 1991–1998, an
inspection system was in place and it did succeed in locating and eliminating signifi-
cant WMD facilities and capabilities. But this was achieved uncertainly and painfully,
in the face of willful Iraqi deception and noncooperation. There was never assurance
that the original inspection arrangements succeeded in the mission of completely elim-
inating Saddam’s WMD capabilities. And in December 1998, the inspections were
ended as a consequence of Iraqi recalcitrance. No UN-mandated inspections have
taken place since that time.

A restoration and strengthening of the UN inspections and disarmament scheme
might be seen as part of the answer to the WMD threat actually or potentially posed
by Saddam. But this approach has, at times, been explicitly rejected by the Bush
administration.14 It has argued that inspections were inadequate in the past and will be
insufficient in the future to provide meaningful protection against Saddam’s WMD
aspirations. At times, it has suggested not simply that inspections are worthless, but
that they may be counterproductive. In a speech in August 2002, Vice President
Cheney put the point unambiguously: 

A person would be right to question any suggestion that we should
just get inspectors back into Iraq and then our worries will be over.
Saddam has perfected the game of cheat and retreat, and is very
skilled in the art of denial and deception. A return of inspectors would

provide no assurance whatsoever of his compliance with UN resolutions. On
the contrary, there is a great danger that it would provide false com-
fort that Saddam is somehow “back in his box.”15

This comment has been echoed at various times by other officials and supporters
of the war. Thus, after expending considerable time and effort to negotiate a new and
stringent UN Security Council mandate for inspections, administration officials have
openly expressed skepticism that the inspectors will make much headway on the
ground. Indeed, a major objective of the administration’s UN diplomacy has been to
build congressional and international support for military action when the expected
reports of Iraqi noncompliance begin to accumulate. Inspections are not regarded by
the most ardent proponents of war as an acceptable or satisfactory solution to the cur-
rent crisis.
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3. Proliferation is inevitable. Proponents of the war believe that if Saddam is
allowed to remain in power, it is only a matter of time before he gains a nuclear
weapons capability. It is possible to debate how long this may take – one year, five
years, ten years – but eventually his relentless efforts to acquire a nuclear arsenal will
pay off. In the view of the Bush administration, neither the nonproliferation regime
nor the sanctions imposed on Saddam’s Iraq can prevent this outcome. Therefore, so
long as Saddam’s regime is in place, there remains the prospect of a future in which
this brutal, aggressive, menacing figure possesses nuclear weapons. In the view of
President Bush and his advisors, this is unacceptable. If the nonproliferation regime is
destined to fail, especially in the most dangerous cases, then some different approach
must be found. The Bush administration’s answer, at least in the case of Iraq, is pre-
ventive war.

4. Saddam cannot be deterred. Saddam with nuclear weapons is unacceptable to
proponents of preventive war in large measure because of a deep belief or fear that he
is undeterrable. If Saddam could be deterred, then his acquisition of nuclear weapons,
while still deeply undesirable, would be a more manageable outcome, one that would
not justify an attack on Iraq. But an undeterrable Saddam with nuclear weapons raises
the prospect that he will blackmail neighbors, engage in aggression, deter outside
intervention, and otherwise use his nuclear capability to further his expansive aspira-
tions.

Why is Saddam regarded as undeterrable when other, much more powerful,
tyrants (such as Stalin and Mao) were in fact deterred? Some arguments focus on the
individual psychology of Saddam himself; he is not, it is argued, a rational actor, and
therefore deterrence – which relies on rational calculations of cost and benefit – is not
an appropriate strategy in his case. Others detect in Saddam’s past behavior a propensi-
ty for reckless action, suggesting that deterrence will be unreliable. Not only is
Saddam a risk-taker, but he is, it is suggested, prone to serious misperceptions and
miscalculations. In Kenneth Pollack’s vivid phrase, Saddam is “unintentionally suici-
dal.” This may seem an odd characterization of a political figure who has been in
power for several decades and who has outlasted four American presidents. But
Pollack elaborates: Saddam “miscalculates his odds of success and frequently ignores
the likelihood of catastrophic failure. Mr. Hussein is a risk-taker who plays dangerous
games without realizing how dangerous they truly are.”16 Though some critics may
believe that much the same could be said of the Iraq policy of the Bush administra-
tion, those who share the view that Saddam is undeterrable conclude that preventive
war is necessary to forestall an unacceptable future in which Saddam has nuclear
weapons.

5. Nuclear weapons will facilitate Saddam’s aggressiveness. Once he possesses
nuclear weapons, it is argued, Saddam will be emboldened to renew his efforts to
achieve regional dominance. Even more important, it will be more difficult and dan-
gerous to resist him, both for local actors and for outside powers. The U.S. Senate
only barely approved of the Gulf war in 1991; how much more difficult would it have
been to support a war against Saddam on behalf of Kuwait or other threatened parties
if it was known in advance that Saddam had nuclear weapons? In this logic, the most
likely risk associated with Iraqi nuclear weapons is not that Saddam would directly
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threaten or strike the United States (though that risk exists as well). It is that he would
be in a position to coerce or deter others who might resist his drive for predominance in
the Persian Gulf.17 This, in the view of proponents of the war, is an intolerable outcome.

If one accepts the logic that cumulates in these five points, then the containment
and deterrence of Iraq is not an effective policy option. Accordingly, the United States
has no choice but to act, no meaningful alternative to preventive war, no other path to
an acceptable future. In this logic, war with Iraq is unavoidable.

Cheap, Beneficial, and Necessary

In sum, the Bush administration has identified a desirable objective – the removal of
Saddam – and has articulated a willingness to use available and effective means –
American military power – to achieve that objective. It has proposed a plausible theory
of victory that offers at least the prospect of decisive and advantageous results at low
cost. It has claimed that no alternative policy will produce acceptable results. For all
except those who oppose the use of force under any circumstances, this case for war
should give pause. If one of the world’s worst despots can be eliminated at low cost,
with the United States bearing the brunt of the cost and responsibility, this is arguably
an appropriate and justified use of force, good for Iraq and good for the world.

What are the grounds for hesitation about the Bush policy toward Iraq? Why not
support this war? Those who do not support war against Iraq see potentially very dif-
ferent answers to the three pivotal questions about the Bush policy. First, while the
war may seem advisable if the costs turn out to be low, what about possible unfortu-

nate outcomes that involve much higher costs? Second, even if one accepts that the
demise of Saddam is a desirable objective, what about other, potentially unfortunate

consequences of the war? What if other, broader U.S. interests are harmed? And is it
really in the interests of the United States to set potentially dangerous precedents
about the use of force and the role of American power in the international system?
Third, are there acceptable alternatives to preventive war? Is it really true that nothing
but full-scale invasion will do? Or could a stern policy of containment produce satis-
factory results? When these other considerations and possibilities are taken into
account, the case for war seems far less compelling and alluring. Those who fear higher
costs, who anticipate significant adverse consequences, and who see acceptable alterna-
tives to preventive war are skeptical of the wisdom of attacking Iraq. The Bush admin-
istration has made a credible case that there are grounds for war, as outlined above. In
the following discussion, we consider the grounds for skepticism about the wisdom of
that war.

U N F O R T U N A T E  O U T C O M E S :  F E A R S  O F A C O S T LY W A R

How Costs Could Mount

The discrepancy in military capabilities between Iraq and the United States is so enor-
mous that there can be little doubt as to the result of a war between them so long as
Washington has the will to persevere. As Vice President Cheney has said (reflecting the
common view among advocates of the war that it will be easy), “I don’t think it would
be that tough a fight; that is, I don’t think there’s any question that we would prevail
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and we would achieve our objective.”18 On the other hand, Saddam Hussein has had
at least two years of strategic warning that this war might be coming his way, dating to
George W. Bush’s presidential campaign in which he called for Saddam’s removal.
Further, the war crisis of fall 2002 has arisen across many months in which the Bush
administration has been increasingly blunt and unambiguous about its desire, its will-
ingness, perhaps even its intention to use force to destroy Saddam’s regime. Saddam
Hussein is not going to be surprised by this war (even if tactical shocks about the tim-
ing, location, and character of attacks are still possible).

Perhaps Saddam and his regime have sat idly by for all this time and done nothing
in response to the massive and explicit threat posed by the United States.19 But it
seems quite plausible that they have sought to provide themselves with options in the
event of attack, that they will avail themselves of steps that will inflict pain on their
attacker, that they will attempt to alter the course of conflict by whatever means they
can, that they will reach for options that might provide some potential bargaining
leverage. The United States will prefer a war that is a clean, simple, quick, decisive,
and relatively painless contest between its own awesome military forces and the rela-
tively weak conventional military machine of Saddam’s Iraq. Unless Saddam proves to
be an utterly witless opponent, his strategy will be to do what he can to make the war
messy, complicated, and painful for the United States and its supporters. Ironically, the
more correct the Bush administration is about Saddam’s unfeeling brutality and unpre-
dictable irrationality, the more likely it is that he will seek ways of inflicting great harm
in response to an attack. 

In the worst case for Saddam’s regime, if the war is going strongly against Iraq, it
may attempt to achieve glory in defeat by imposing maximum possible harm before
expiring. It is a long-standing proposition in strategic thought that a cornered, desper-
ate opponent with little left to lose may be particularly dangerous and threats from
such an opponent will be highly credible.20 This may be just the circumstance in
which Saddam finds himself if he is caught up in a hopeless war against an American
administration determined to destroy him. Moreover, in the past, Saddam has shown
himself capable of extreme steps even when not in complete desperation, so it is quite
credible that in truly catastrophic conditions he would be willing to take truly cata-
strophic actions.

Thus, while the vision of a quick, easy win may be alluring, much less pleasant
scenarios are also possible and must be taken into account. Those who attach worry-
ingly high probabilities to one or more of these “nightmare” scenarios understandably
will be more reluctant to advocate or endorse preventive war against Iraq.

What could Saddam do to make the war messy, complicated, and painful for the
United States? What steps might he take to produce outcomes that would call into
question the whole enterprise?
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Use weapons of mass destruction. The most obvious fear is that Saddam would use
weapons of mass destruction against U.S. forces or its bases in the region, against U.S.
allies, against Israel, or against other regional powers. As is well known, this would
not be unprecedented. Saddam has used chemical weapons twice in the past, against
his own citizens and in the war with Iran. After some four years without UN inspec-
tions, there is uncertainty about what weapons of mass destruction Saddam may actu-
ally now possess. There remains widespread and warranted doubt that Iraq has nuclear
weapons – though it is not impossible to imagine that it has obtained either nuclear
weapons themselves or the materials to make them through illicit means on an interna-
tional nuclear black market. But the more immediate concern is that Saddam has
chemical and biological weapons (CBW), and that he would not hesitate to use them
(again). The scale of this nightmare would depend on the extent and character of
Saddam’s inventories of CBW and on his ability to deliver them.21 But if he possesses
substantial quantities of such weapons, the war could grow very ugly very quickly. If
U.S. bases are gassed or Tel Aviv is attacked with smallpox, the cost of this war will
escalate considerably. 

The Bush administration has argued that Saddam is undeterrable, that he will use
any weapons in his arsenal, and this is the largest part of why preventive war is neces-
sary to remove him from power. By this same logic, it seems highly likely that, if
attacked, Saddam will attempt to use any weapons of mass destruction that are avail-
able to him. Arguably, the Bush policy of preventive war maximizes the likelihood of
WMD use in the short run in order to eliminate longer-run fears of Saddam’s WMD
capability. That is, Saddam’s WMD are most likely to be used if he is attacked.
Moreover, U.S. intelligence has concluded that the probability of use of these weapons
against the United States is low in all other circumstances, raising the question posed
in the title of a recent article by Graham Allison: “Is Bush provoking an attack?” As
Allison nicely summarizes the situation, “To prevent an attack the likelihood of which
is low, the U.S. is taking action that makes the likelihood of the attack high?”22 Any
who share this view will doubt the logic of the Bush case for war.

Set oil fields afire. During the Gulf war of 1991, Saddam’s forces caused large eco-
nomic and environmental damage by setting oil fields on fire. During the disorganized
retreat from Kuwait, approximately 700 oil wells were set ablaze and burned for eight
months.23 At their peak, these fires consumed an estimated five million barrels a day –
more than Kuwait’s daily exports at the time. The direct economic losses from
destroyed resources mounted to billions of dollars. Cleanup and repair cost in excess
of a billion dollars as well. And the fires produced severe air pollution for months.
Indeed, dense smoke blocked the sun over distances of several hundred kilometers and
produced significant localized surface cooling effects. The volume of smoke emitted
was so large that it raised concerns (later revealed to be unfounded) about possible
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global climatic effects.24 In addition, the oil fires left a lasting environmental mess
(persisting to the present day) in the form of huge lakes of unignited oil. (Iraqi forces
also intentionally released 11 million barrels of oil into the Persian Gulf, with devastat-
ing short-term ecological consequences.) The Kuwaiti oil fires did not have lasting
geopolitical or macroeconomic consequences, but they were far from a trivial develop-
ment.

A dying Iraqi regime might be able to do even worse if it undertook a planned,
organized, and purposeful campaign to destroy its own oil fields and possibly sabotage
and set oil fires in other oil producing countries of the Persian Gulf. This would be a
way of at least temporarily denying the United States access to Iraq’s oil in a postwar
environment and of causing significant problems for any successor regime.

Disrupt the flow of oil. Following from and related to the previous point, Iraq could
attempt to disrupt oil deliveries from the Persian Gulf. During the Iran-Iraq war in the
1980s, it did just that by attacking oil tankers (as did Iran). Indeed, by 1987 the United
States had increased its naval presence in the Gulf and pledged to protect Kuwaiti
tankers in response to these attacks. A very large volume of oil – something approach-
ing one-third of the world’s crude oil – passes by sea out of the Persian Gulf.25

Interference with this flow could be troublesome. To be sure, Saddam is unlikely to be
able to mount a sustained campaign against tankers in the face of U.S. air and naval
power, nor is he likely to be able to seriously disorient the global energy supply. But
he could impose some losses, cause delays in delivery, provoke short-term price spikes,
produce environmental damage, and otherwise cause costly short-term dislocations in
the international petroleum system. Similarly, petroleum-loading facilities at Persian
Gulf ports may be vulnerable to attack or to sabotage. Permanent closure of such facil-
ities is not to be expected even if the attacks were to be wildly successful and even
major damage is probably unlikely (one assumes that such important facilities will be
protected). Nevertheless, attempting to disrupt port facilities would be a plausible
component of Iraq’s strategy if Saddam’s goals are to raise costs, cause complications,
induce fear or panic, or handicap possible successors who are hoping to draw on oil
revenues.

Urban combat in Baghdad (or, Jenin tactics on a large scale). On April 3, 2002, as part
of its reprisal operations on the West Bank, Israeli forces entered the town of Jenin
(and the adjacent refugee camp).26 After a week of occasionally ferocious fighting, 23
Israeli soldiers and 52 Palestinians (some of them civilians) were dead. For Israel, Jenin
turned into a nightmare of ambushes, booby traps, and door-to-door fighting in a
densely populated urban maze. Israel’s losses were high, civilian casualties were
unavoidable, widespread and visible destruction of civilian infrastructure took place,
and politically damaging television footage of the devastation flooded the world. In
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this combat context, Israel’s enormous military superiority – its advantages in technol-
ogy, heavy equipment, air power, and trained military personnel – were undermined,
neutralized or irrelevant and could be employed in this heavily populated urban envi-
ronment only if Israel were willing to cause enormous casualties among civilians. 

As Saddam Hussein and his high command contemplate another war with the
United States, the Jenin model is bound to be more attractive than a re-run of the 1991
Gulf war. It is hard to imagine that Saddam will again sacrifice his military capabilities
in force-on-force engagements in the desert against the overwhelmingly superior
Americans. If the United States puts significant ground forces into Iraq, Saddam’s goal
may be to lure them into a Jenin-like fight, but on a vastly larger scale, in Baghdad – a
city of nearly five million people. And in fact, members of the Iraqi regime have open-
ly proclaimed that this will be their strategy. Cabinet member Mohammed Mehdi
Saleh has been quoted as saying, for example, “If they want to change the political sys-
tem in Iraq, they will have to come to Baghdad. We will be waiting for them here.”27

Iraqi officials have invoked the disastrous U.S. experience in Vietnam, suggesting, as
one account puts it, that they will “let our streets be our jungles; let our buildings be
our swamps.”28

For Saddam, there are a number of advantages to the scenario involving urban
combat in Baghdad. He can deploy his Republican guard there. He will have had
plenty of time to lay traps and set up ambushes. His forces will have the substantial
advantage of familiarity with the immediate environment. They will be able to use
civilians as shields, as cannon fodder, and as political bargaining chips. The huge tech-
nological advantages possessed by American forces will be hard to employ effectively
or decisively, especially if (as is likely to be the case) there is significant sensitivity
about collateral damage. U.S. air power, even with its total dominance of the skies and
its precision capabilities, may be difficult to bring decisively to bear in Baghdad if Iraqi
forces have melted into the civilian population. 

Opinion is divided about the implications of this scenario. Some dismiss the Iraqi
threat as bluff on the grounds that it lacks the capability to effectively conduct urban
combat operations.29 Others worry that U.S. forces are deficient in urban combat
skills.30 In general, though, the prospect of urban combat in Baghdad raises fears that
U.S. losses could be substantial; as one analysis reported, “The view in the Pentagon
seems to be that street fighting in Baghdad could lead to heavy U.S. casualties. . . .”31

America’s military planners, says another report, “foresee a battle for Baghdad, a
sprawling city of five million people, as one of the most difficult and unsettling aspects
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of any invasion of Iraq.”32 From Saddam’s perspective, this must seem like a fight that
is much less likely to be so one-sided, in which the Americans could well get bloodied,
in which Iraq might garner political advantages by exploiting the propaganda opportu-
nities occasioned by civilian death and destruction.

Certainly Washington will wish to avoid this fight for all the reasons that Saddam
will seek it. But the goal of regime change may make it hard to avoid Baghdad. Can
the Bush administration achieve its objective if Saddam and much of his Republican
guard are still alive and holed up in Baghdad? The United States might decline to fight
the door-to-door urban engagement that Saddam undoubtedly would prefer, but such
a decision could preclude a quick victory and leave Saddam and some of his key forces
intact. During the Iran-Iraq war, Saddam was willing to engage in various bloodbath
tactics, even at a high price in Iraqi blood. No doubt he will be willing to do the same
in a war against the United States.

Produce a bloodbath in Baghdad for political and propaganda purposes. If this war
comes, Saddam will be a desperate man with no hope of military victory. He will need
to find something that changes the political chemistry of the situation, that turns inter-
national public opinion and political pressure against the United States, that compels a
stop to the fighting before he is eliminated. If the urban combat scenario comes to
pass, Saddam may have an opportunity to exploit the fog of war by ensuring that there
are large numbers of civilian deaths and wide destruction of civilian infrastructure in
Baghdad. In what will likely be a confusing, messy, highly violent, and hard to
describe situation, it will be easy for Saddam to claim that U.S. military action is caus-
ing large numbers of civilian deaths. His forces can certainly produce the bodies. His
past record of ruthlessness suggests that few moral scruples would restrain him.
Indeed, public accounts claim that since 1979 Saddam has killed one million of his
own citizens, so a few hundred or a few thousand more sacrificed to the cause will be
of no great moment to him.33

In the intense battle in Jenin, a few dozen Palestinians died. There were allega-
tions (false, as it turned out) that a few hundred more had perished. Many, though
not all, were civilians. The outcry was heard around the world. The political damage to
Israel was substantial. The pressure on Israel to alter its plan was considerable. The
UN launched an investigation as to whether war crimes had been committed. Here, in
short, is something that looks as if it might produce political leverage. Even if later
investigations were to show that Saddam had ordered the killing of large numbers of
his own population as part of a propaganda strategy, in the midst of the war this could
be a significant complication. As was true in Jenin, the facts could be difficult to sort
out. If U.S. forces were operating vigorously against serious resistance in Baghdad,
most likely they would be causing some civilian deaths. (Indeed, significant military
operations in and near Iraq’s cities could shatter already fragile and insufficient infra-
structures and rapidly produce widespread suffering among the civilian population.)34

If there is close quarters combat in dense areas, substantial destruction would be likely.
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Even if there was suspicion that Saddam’s charges were false, there might also be pres-
sure to investigate. And without a doubt, the stream of gruesome footage of dead
Iraqi women and children, allegedly killed by American action, airing ceaselessly on
Arab television would be a public relations disaster for an American government that
believes it must win Arab hearts and minds if it is to address effectively the terrorism
threat. This may be one of the ugliest and most cynical of the options available to
Saddam, but it is not one that seems completely out of the realm of the possible.

Launch an international campaign of terrorism. In making its case against Iraq, the
Bush administration recurrently has claimed that Saddam has been a serious supporter
of and has deep ties with international terrorists. This allegation has produced contro-
versy, at least in specific connection with the attacks on September 11, because there is
no conclusive public evidence linking Iraq directly to Al Qaeda or to the attacks. But
the broader accusation has more merit: Iraq has long been regarded, at least by the
U.S. government, as a state sponsor of terrorism. It has employed its own agents in
numerous terrorist attacks and assassination attempts. Further, published accounts
accuse Iraq of harboring international terrorists, providing them with funding and
facilities, and supporting their causes – including the Fatah Revolutionary Council, the
Palestine Liberation Front, and the Arab Liberation Front, among others.35

Thus, to the extent that the Bush administration’s interpretation is correct, this
implies that Saddam has another strategic retaliatory option to utilize in response to an
American-led attack: he can fund, fuel, and facilitate a campaign of terrorism against
his attackers. Given the amount of warning that the Bush administration has provided
him, Saddam has had plenty of time to pre-deploy his own terrorists in the United
States or elsewhere (though this was undoubtedly harder after September 11 than
before it). Perhaps he could forge or revive an anti-American/anti-Western alliance
with other terrorist groups. Surely, from his point of view, if the United States can
strike in Iraq then U.S. territory must be fair game. No doubt, under those circum-
stances he would regard any successful terrorist attacks against the United States as
completely justified. Moreover, terrorism might be even more effective if directed not
only against the United States but against other, less determined, members of whatev-
er war coalition may form. Imagine the pressure that would likely be put on the Bush
administration if its war in Iraq were producing terrorist reprisals in Riyadh or Paris or
Brussels. If the Bush administration is right about Saddam’s connections to interna-
tional terrorism and if Saddam has been at all clever about thinking through his strate-
gic options, then this is a scenario that cannot be discounted.

Inflame the Israeli-Palestinian confrontation. A common view throughout the past
months of confrontation with Saddam holds that the Bush administration cannot initi-
ate war with Iraq while simultaneously struggling to cope with the active and violent
conflict between Israel and the Palestinian Authority. Among other things, it is argued,
this will put excessive stress on U.S. relations with important Arab states and risks
alienating Arab publics. In recent weeks, the Bush administration shows every sign of
rejecting this proposition, mounting its pressure on Iraq though the conflict still burns
in the West Bank and Gaza. But there can be no doubt that for the Bush administra-
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tion’s Iraq policy the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is both a distraction and a complica-
tion, if not an inhibition. Hence, despite the recurrent violence in the Middle East, the
Bush administration, as one report puts it, retains the “hope of relegating the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict to the policy backburner as it concentrated its attention on the con-
frontation with Iraq.”36 The intifada of the last two years has denied Washington the
ability to focus solely on Iraq and hence has been very much in Iraq’s interest.

Obviously, this gives Saddam every incentive to support the prolongation and the
escalation of the violence in Israel, the West Bank, and Gaza. This has been true over
the past months, and will probably be even more true as America’s momentum toward
war increases. As has been widely reported, for example, Saddam is paying the families
of Palestinian suicide bombers. He has aligned himself with Palestinian extremists and
supports their violent struggle, both politically and financially. Indeed, by some public
accounts, some violent Palestinian groups are on Saddam’s payroll.37 It is not unlikely,
even without direct Iraqi support, that Palestinians will actively oppose the U.S. action
and will demonstrate their opposition in a variety of ways, including with the use of
violence. In such circumstances, the Israeli government could conclude, to the conster-
nation of the Arab world, that the time was ripe for expelling Yasser Arafat and others
accused of orchestrating the violence. Perhaps, then, this is another card that Saddam
can play: causing more trouble in Israel, as pressure on him grows, in the hopes of
deflecting American policy. 

Escalate the war by attacking Israel. During the Gulf war of 1991, Saddam launched
39 conventionally armed SCUD missiles at Israel. It was speculated that his aim was to
provoke an engagement with Israel and thereby erode Arab and Islamic support for
the U.S.-led coalition, incite Arab publics in ways that might produce pressures that
would be transmitted from Arab governments to Washington, and in the best case,
transform the conflict into one that pitted Israel and the United States against some
coalition of Arab regimes. This stratagem did not succeed in 1991, but there is no guar-
antee that he will not try it again. Moreover, if events seem to be pushing Saddam in
the direction of seeking a glorious defeat, lashing out at Israel would likely be a signifi-
cant component of a final spasm of violence from his regime.38

Iraq’s ability to harm Israel has certainly been limited by the sanctions and con-
straints of the past decade. Saddam has not been able to replenish or modernize his
inventory of missiles, nor in general has he had unfettered access to international arms
markets. But it is possible to imagine that he can combine several of the options avail-
able to him – chemical or biological weapons, for example, provided to terrorist allies
in Palestine, intended to widen the war to Israel. He does not necessarily need missiles
to threaten Israel.39 Moreover, he does still possess a small number of missiles – as
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many as fifty by some estimates – that could produce a dramatic political effect if
armed with weapons of mass destruction. Furthermore, Saddam’s friends and support-
ers in the region, who hate Israel (and the United States) at least as much as he, may
be prepared to exploit the situation if Iraq is attacked to threaten or even to strike
Israel. Israeli Prime Minister Sharon has expressed public concern about this possibili-
ty, noting: “The Syrians, together with the Iranians, are playing a double game, esca-
lating tension on our northern border.” Sharon suggests that Teheran and Damascus,
in league with the terrorist group Hezbollah, will “be surrogates for Saddam, opening
a second front to help him.”40 Similarly, journalist Youssef Ibrahim argues, “it is
almost a certainty that a U.S. attack will trigger a wider regional war that will drag in
Israel, Lebanon and Syria. Hezbollah in Lebanon, another Iranian creation, will start
this one, or Israel, America’s best friend and ally in the region, will do it if attacked by
Iraq.”41 It is, in short, possible to envision a number of ways in which Israel is drawn
into any conflict with Iraq.

In the current crisis, Iraq has made explicit threats against Israel. Some of these
threats appear to be efforts to deter Israeli involvement in a future conflict. Iraqi Trade
Minister Mohammed Mahdi Salesh has stated, for example, that “Israel will suffer a
profound and an unforgettable strike if it interferes in the war.”42 Implicit in any retal-
iatory threat, of course, is an implied ability to inflict great harm by initiating an
unprovoked attack. Further, Iraq has openly threatened to widen the war if it is
attacked by the United States, and these warnings have attracted notice in Jerusalem.
Israeli President Moshe Katsav has said, for example, that if Iraq attacks Israel, then
Israel will “for certain” retaliate.43 If war comes, Iraq may not strike Israel, and even if
it does, Israel may be restrained in its response. But the potential for a very messy esca-
lation clearly exists.

Escalate the war by attacking or threatening others in the region. Iraq can also seek to
complicate the war and perhaps produce pressure on the United States by threatening
or striking some of its regional neighbors.44 As with many of these options, this one is
given credence by the fact that in the past Saddam has attacked two neighboring states
and has menaced others. If he is battling an American invasion, he is unlikely to launch
conventional campaigns against Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, or anyone else. But he could hit
them with missiles, as he did against Saudi Arabia in 1991. And, probably more impor-
tantly (especially given his limited missile capabilities), he could seek to frighten them
with a campaign, real or threatened, of terrorism, rebellion, and sabotage. An
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Egyptian diplomat was quoted as saying, the Iraqi leaders “want countries like Jordan
and Egypt and Saudi Arabia to know that if they support the United States, they’re
going to have to deal with a new terrorism problem. . . . And the threat is not just
going to be against the United States but the overall stability of other nations in the
Arab world.”45 Or, as another account has it, “What the Arab regimes fear most . . . is
a cornered Hussein who, facing his own certain end with no option of personal sur-
vival, decides to lash out at his neighbors.”46 Though many regimes in the Near East
regard Saddam as a significant threat to their security and would likely be delighted if
he were removed from the scene, they have been exceedingly reluctant to support the
U.S. move toward war. No doubt Iraq’s explicit threat to jeopardize the stability of
their regimes is a large part of the explanation for their cautious discouragement of the
Bush administration’s push for war. And no matter what the outcome of the war in
Iraq, it will have a Pyrrhic quality if some of America’s friends and allies in the region
are undermined or overturned, if instability besets the region, and unfriendly forces
come to the fore in key countries. Saddam will surely wish to exploit the fear of these
outcomes if he can.

Preempt the preventive war. Under the label of preemption, the Bush administration
loudly and laboriously prepares for a preventive war. But in fact, it is Saddam who
possesses the option of preemption, who possesses the incentive to strike rather than
be struck. So long as there is hope of avoiding the war, Saddam presumably will be
reluctant to strike the blows that ensure armed conflict against the enormous military
force of the United States. But the more inevitable this war seems, the more Saddam
may be tempted to preempt. Most of his options for imposing costs and causing com-
plications will be more effective if he takes the first swing. Waiting until American
forces are already fully mobilized in the region and fully engaged in military operations
against him will only limit Saddam’s options and reduce the likelihood that he can take
actions that provide political room for maneuver or inflict telling costs on his attack-
ers. Some of his options – attacking port facilities, sinking tankers, and so on – may
require surprise for a high likelihood of effectiveness. And if Saddam is coming face
to-face with the “glorious defeat” scenario, striking first is undoubtedly the best way to
maximize his final blaze of violent glory.

In 1991, Saddam sat quietly for months while the American buildup in the Persian
Gulf took place. Despite enormous fears in Washington that Saddam would strike
before adequate forces were in place, before the coalition was ready to fight, he did
not. The results were disastrous for him. If war again seems unavoidable, is he likely to
accept a re-run of this 1991 experience? Or will he be tempted to teach the Bush
administration the meaning of the word “preemption”?

The Risk of Higher Costs

Strategy is an interactive notion in which one must take into account the potential
options and moves of one’s opponent. In a deeply hostile collision of interests, as
between the United States and Iraq, it is a basic error to assume that one protagonist
will behave “cooperatively” by passively letting the other side impose its preferred sce-
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narios for the war. Of course, Baghdad’s capabilities are limited, its options are con-
strained, some of its gambits may fail, and it too must take into account the impact of
its acts on American behavior (unrestrained moves may provoke unrestrained
reprisals). Of course, American military superiority is telling; Iraqi options may disap-
pear or fail as a consequence of effective operations by U.S. forces. 

Nevertheless, it is necessary and strategically sensible to assume that Iraq will be
powerfully motivated to maximize American risks and costs, to exploit every political
and strategic vulnerability of the U.S.-led coalition, and to move the conflict in direc-
tions that provide political and military advantages to Iraq. What is striking about the
list of possible options identified above is that for the most part it consists of actions
that Saddam has undertaken in the past. There is little reason to believe that he will
not be willing to act in these ways again. On the contrary, the Iraqi regime has explic-
itly threatened to exercise some of these options if it is attacked. The Bush administra-
tion will presumably seek to foreclose Saddam’s options and to push the nightmare
scenarios out of the picture. If this war comes, we can only hope that they succeed.
But surely Saddam will struggle to deny the Bush administration the war it wishes to
fight and the outcome – a quick, clean, easy victory – that it ardently desires. And
unless his power crumbles very quickly, Saddam will have a number of options for
making this war messy, complicated, costly, and potentially very ugly. To test the Bush
administration’s hypothesis that the vigorous application of American power can bring
an abrupt end to Saddam’s regime at an acceptable, perhaps even a low, cost, it is nec-
essary to run the risk that Saddam will succeed in implementing one or more of the
damaging options available to him. For many, this risk seems too high.

It is important to note, however, that the existence of these risks does not mean
that the Bush administration theory of victory is incorrect. As noted, the Bush argu-
ment is plausible and could be proven right. (At present, war with Iraq seems likely, in
which case we will have a test of their hypothesis.) Nevertheless, it is worrying that the
administration appears to have given little thought to the possibility that they could be
wrong.47 How much of their case for this war at this time rests on the expectation of a
quick, cheap victory?48

To pose a hard test of their own views, however, opponents of the war should
question what their position would be if they were persuaded that the Bush view of
how the war will go was certainly correct. If a war against Saddam were certain to be
quick, easy, cheap, and decisive, would it then be worthy of support? No doubt, a
cheaper war is easier to support. However, positions for or against the war should
depend not only on possible costs, but also on expected consequences. Will this war
solve more problems than it causes? 
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