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During his commencement address to West Point graduates in June 2002, President Bush
set in motion an extraordinary national and international debate over waging war with Iraq.
While he never mentioned Iraq specifically, the new strategic vision he unveiled in this speech, a
vision centered on initiating “preemptive” wars against “unbalanced dictators” seeking weapons
of mass destruction,1 was clearly inspired by this more immediate policy problem. Through the
summer and fall 2002 this issue came to dominate American domestic politics as political
leaders, opinion makers and the general public wrestled with the implications of this initiative.
What makes this debate particularly important in terms of both American foreign policy and
international relations theory is that it represents the first time the United States, or any
democracy, has so openly debated and approved of fighting a preventive war. Moreover, this
case would represent the first time a democracy has actually fought a preventive war. This cuts
to the heart of a long-standing claim about democracy and the ethics of war: democratic states,
so goes the argument, cannot initiate preventive wars.2
Preventive war is a persistent theme in the history of international politics and in
theoretical explanations of war.3 Unlike a conflict fought over concrete issues, preventive war is
fought to prevent the erosion of relative power to a rising adversary. The logic of preventive war
simply asserts that it is better to fight a war today under more favorable circumstances, than to
fight what is perceived to be an inevitable war in the future after an adversary has achieved
military gains that raise the likely costs and risks of war for the dominant state. According to
Levy, if political leaders in a given state “fear what their rising adversary might do once he gains
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superiority, and if they believe that this is their ‘last chance’ to avoid a situation in which the
adversary has the potential to do substantial harm, a war launched for these reasons should be
considered preventive.”4 The objective for the dominant state then is to take advantage of what
is seen as a current “window of opportunity,”5 and to avoid the future prospects that an adversary
will exploit a “narrowing military gap” to “challenge the status quo.”6
The classic example of the preventive motivation for war is the Peloponnesian War,
which Thucydides famously explained was made “inevitable” by the “growth of Athenian power
and the fear which this caused in Sparta.”7 In another example from the late 19th Century, as
Germany pursued an audacious plan to meet and surpass Great Britain in naval power, Teddy
Roosevelt observed in 1897 that if he were “an Englishman, I should seize the first opportunity
to crush the German Navy and the German commercial marine out of existence.”8 More
recently, the 1981 Israeli attack against Iraq’s Osirik nuclear reactor should be considered a
preventive strike. The reactor complex, under construction at the time of the attack, was thought
to be the future heart of an Iraqi nuclear weapons program. Israel was motivated to strike the
reactor complex by fear of the long-term consequences of a shift in the relative strategic balance
between Israel and Iraq that included nuclear weapons.
It is essential to note the difference between a “preventive war” and a “preemptive”
attack, particularly as these terms apply to an American war against Iraq. While a preventive
4
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war is motivated by the fear of the future consequences of an on-going relative power shift –
which is a “strategic response to a long-term threat” – “[p]reemption is a tactical response to an
immediate threat…A preemptive attack is designed to forestall the mobilization and deployment
of the adversary’s existing military forces, whereas prevention aims to forestall the creation of
new military assets.”9 A classic example of a true preemptive attack was the Israeli military
initiative in 1967 against Egyptian troops massing in the Sinai for an obvious attack against
Israel. When the immediacy of an actual Arab invasion became apparent, Israel made a tactical
move to neutralize this invasion force before it could be deployed.10
The motivation to initiate a preventive war might even appear “if the declining state is
expected only to be weakened rather than actually surpassed in strength. Victory might still be
expected later, but with less certainty and at higher costs.”11 This is particularly relevant to the
case of the United States and Iraq. Iraq hardly challenges American superiority as a global
power or even a regional power in the Middle East. Since the Gulf War of 1991, however,
American officials have claimed that an Iraqi nuclear capability would represent a serious shift in
the distribution of power in the Gulf region. Specifically, it would erode America’s ability to
wield its power in the region without the fear of a potent retaliatory strike against its troops or
regional allies.12 Despite the gross asymmetries that would remain in the power distribution
between the U.S. and Iraq, Iraqi nuclear weapons would dramatically increase the potential costs
of a future U.S.-Iraq war. American officials have also expressed concern that should Iraq
develop a nuclear arsenal, Saddam Hussein might brazenly test American resolve and make a

9

Levy, “Declining Power and the Preventive Motive for War,” 91.
Betts, “Surprise Attack and Preemption,” 57, 65-66.
11
Levy, 89.
12
Robert W. Chandler, Tomorrow’s War, Today’s Decisions (MacLean, VA: AMCODA Press, 1996); Henry D.
Sokolski, Best of Intentions: America’s Campaign Against Strategic Weapons Proliferation (Westport, CT: Praeger,
2001).
10

4

play to extend his influence over the Gulf region.13 A preventive war would deny Iraq this
particular type of military power to challenge the status quo and would reduce American costs in
a future war.
This brings us back to the problem raised above: can democracies initiate preventive
wars? Since before World War II American statesmen and scholars have explicitly ruled out this
possibility, citing either normative reasons that make preventive war, in the absence of an
immediate threat, anathema to democratic citizens and leaders alike, or constitutional issues,
such as the separation of powers that would make secretive deliberations and authorization in
preparation for launching a preventive war impossible. The obvious implication of this widelyheld argument is that not only should President Bush be stymied by domestic forces in his efforts
to launch a war against Iraq, his larger strategy of “preemption” should be untenable politically
as a way to deal with the 21st Century threat environment as well.14 The fact remains, however,
that a majority of Americans declare support for war with Iraq, and a large majority in Congress
(77% in the Senate and 69% in the House of Representatives) approved of a joint resolution
authorizing the president to use military force in this case.
This paper addresses the obvious question that then arises: is there any validity to the
claim that democracies cannot initiative preventive war? Specifically, it seeks to determine if
there is any evidence to suggest that there actually is normative resistance in the United States to
fighting preventive war, and if so, to what extent? Conversely, it also seeks to explain the
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willingness of most members of Congress and the public to sanction preventive war – how is war
justified by those who support it? What conditions make it more likely that a democracy might
push aside normative restraints to engage in preventive war?
The main argument developed in this paper is that there is indeed normative reluctance in
the United States to engage in preventive war, yet it is neither a dominant perspective nor a
stable attitude applied consistently across the varying contexts of different conflict scenarios.
The best evidence of normative resistance comes from an analysis of the congressional debate
over war with Iraq, which shows that a sizable number of senators and representatives explicitly
reject the preventive war doctrine for normative reasons and refuse to approve of war with Iraq
in the absence of an imminent threat. In fact, among opponents of war, this is the major reason
cited. However, the evidence also shows that with few exceptions this normative view is
confined to political liberals. Moreover, while the vast majority of political conservatives and
moderates in Congress show no normative resistance to a preventive war with Iraq, a sizable
number of liberals in the Senate and the House also approved of war with Iraq. Overall,
democratic normative resistance to preventive war against Iraq remains a minority opinion. The
widespread support for preventive war in this case is overwhelmingly driven by an explicit link
that most supporters draw between Iraq and the threat of future terrorist attacks with weapons of
mass destruction. Even as most supporters of war acknowledge that this threat is amorphous,
hard to prove and lacks immediacy, the risk is still considered compelling enough to justify
preventive war in the absence of direct provocation. Much the same can be said about the
attitudes of the general public. Survey data show that in the abstract most Americans do not
embrace the logic of preventive war as a way to address the kinds of problems raised in the Iraq
case. Yet the level of support for or opposition to preventive war is contingent on the context of
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a specific case. Opposition to preventive war among the general public is concentrated among
political liberals, but even with this group we find that in the post-September 11 context many
are willing to shed any general distaste for preventive war to justify waging it against Iraq.
Taken together, the data on Congress and the public undermine the general claim that
democracies cannot initiate preventive wars.
To develop this analysis, the next section looks more closely at the widespread theoretical
claim that democracies in general, and the United States specifically, face domestic normative
restraints that keep them from initiating preventive wars. The majority of those who advanced
this argument were writing in the early Cold War context, a time period in which the United
States faced a similar question about preventive war as the Soviet Union moved to break
America’s nuclear monopoly and gain parity in nuclear weapons. Presidents Truman and
Eisenhower both rejected preventive war. Of interest here is whether this choice to avoid
preventive war is somehow rooted in democratic norms about limits to the legitimate use of
military force. This early Cold War case analysis will help put the Iraq case in a broader
historical perspective and provide additional data for considering the strength of the argument
that democracies cannot initiate preventive war. After this theoretical and historical analysis, the
paper turns to the Iraq case and presents evidence that shows there is no monolithic or dominant
normative perspective on the legitimacy of preventive war in the United States, and which
fundamentally challenges the larger claims that democracies cannot initiate preventive war.
Democracy and Preventive War in Theory and Practice
Democratic Norms and Preventive War
The general claim that democracies cannot initiate preventive wars can be traced back at
least to the decade before America’s involvement in World War II. Reflecting on President
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Roosevelt’s efforts to join the fight against Nazi Germany and prepare for war against Imperial
Japan should it attack British Malaya and the Dutch East Indies, former Secretary of State
Cordell Hull flatly declared, “Democracies do not engage in preventive attacks except with great
difficulty.”15 The most recent and systematic work to investigate the relationship between
democracy and preventive wars comes from Randall Schweller, who asserts that “every
preventive war launched by a Great Power – from Sparta’s response to its fear of the growth in
Athenian power to Nazi Germany’s attack against the Soviet Union – has been initiated by a
nondemocratic state.”16 According to Schweller, this is not a mere fluke, but directly linked to
the normative and institutional features of democracy.
The key to his argument is public opinion on the use of military force, and it has two
main components. First, he adopts the familiar Kantian dictum that democratic citizens are
naturally averse to paying the high costs of war, which might include large-scale conscription, an
increased tax burden and the loss of many lives. This aversion, he argues, will be particularly
acute in cases of preventive war, in which the public is asked to accept the risks and costs of a
war that has not been immediately provoked and which only can be justified by a long-range
projection of possible future costs of not fighting in the present.17 As Robert Tucker contends,
calculating present costs versus possible future costs, and concluding that the state has no choice
but to accept these present costs, “runs directly counter to the American interpretation of
conflict.” This “implies…the notion of war’s inevitability,” a key feature of accepting the logic
of preventive war in most cases, and the denial of any possibility for resolving disputes as they
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arise through non-violent means or containing threats short of actual war.18 Even a consummate
statesman like Bismark had difficulty calculating the immediate costs of war against alternative
futures: “The idea of undertaking a war because it might be inevitable later on and might then
have to be fought under less favorable conditions has always remained foreign to me, and I have
always fought against it…For I cannot look into Providence’s cards in such a manner that I
would know things beforehand.”19 This same point was made in a widely read book on U.S.
strategy immediately after World War II, which rejected as quixotic any suggestion that the
American people would agree to a preventive war against the USSR on the basis that war was
allegedly inevitable. “The preventive war argument is…defeatist. Who knows what hopes the
passage of time may bring to realization?”20
Unless a particular adversary’s character or past behavior has made it so clear that war is
inevitable or at least more likely than not, democratic citizens may have difficulty giving up hope
that the adversary can be dealt with through means short of outright war. Under these
conditions, political leaders in a competitive electoral system might be reluctant to accept the
near-term political risks of initiating war,21 particularly if it is impossible to demonstrate the
counterfactual – that a future war would have been inevitable and much worse – and thus gain
electoral benefits for their long-term wisdom. In addition to prompting risk-averse behavior
from executive decision makers, the public’s reluctance to accept the costs of preventive war
may be reflected through the legislature which, given the particular institutional arrangement of a
particular democratic state, may act to block an executive’s efforts to initiate this conflict.22
18
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According to Vagts, “the argument in favor of preventive action has been basically aristocratic.
It has been proposed by aristocratic elements, considered in secret councils, and rarely brought
forward in public discussion.” This is not possible in a democratic state for constitutional
reasons, which reduces the democratic leader’s ability to plan and execute a preventive war.23
Following this argument about public aversion to the costs of war, there are two important
aspects of the U.S.-Iraq case to examine: how likely the American public believes future war
with Iraq or Iraq-inspired threats to be, and how the American public actually weighs the
potential costs of fighting Iraq today against the costs of putting off war until a later date.
The second component of Schweller’s argument on the importance of public opinion for
preventive war rests on the claim that “the policies of a democratic state, in contrast to those of
an autocracy, must ultimately conform to the moral values of that society.”24 In normative or
moral terms, one problem with preventive war is that throughout history it has been closely tied
to the concept of “wars of aggression.” Witness the cast of characters most frequently cited as
engaging in preventive war: Louis XIV, Frederick the Great, Napoleon, Kaiser Wilhelm, Hitler,
Imperial Japan. For democracy, however, Vagts has declared that initiating preventive war is
“taboo.”25 Schweller explains it this way: “citizens of governments founded on the
enlightenment principles of individual liberty and the pursuit of happiness are naturally repulsed
by the unethical and immoral aspects of preventive war, as it implies the unprovoked slaughter of
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countless soldiers – and, in the nuclear age, millions of innocent civilians – on the mere
assumption that future safety requires it.”26
For the purposes of this study, the normative argument is potentially the most interesting.
While any war will impose some costs that might give citizens pause, there is nothing in the first
component of Schweller’s argument to distinguish preventive war as a particular type of military
conflict, the very character of which should have a strong impact on whether a democracy fights
that conflict or not. Despite the widespread claim that preventive wars have a distinctively
negative pall in democracies that keep them from initiating this type of war, we have very little
systematic data on how deeply rooted this normative claim about preventive war actually is
within any democratic society. Because the Iraq case is the first example of a possible
preventive war that has been openly debated for an extended period of time, it provides an
excellent opportunity to collect data on whether there is a normative dimension to how
democratic citizens and political leaders think about preventive war, and to what extent we find
these normative views distributed within society.
Decades before Schweller laid out this argument, a number of prominent American
statesmen and scholars made the same claim that democracies cannot initiate preventive wars,
for both constitutional and normative reasons. Not surprisingly, the bulk of these claims
appeared in the early Cold War, a time when the United States first faced the dilemma of how to
respond to a potential adversary that appeared to be developing nuclear weapons. As proposals
for preventive war against the USSR floated through various parts of the government and
academia, this option was dismissed by some as repugnant to the ethical or cultural standards of
democratic American citizens, or as impractical in a divided democratic polity by others. For
example, Henry Kissinger in 1955 simply wrote off a preventive war policy as “unreal”:
26
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“advocates of radical solutions propose to cut the Gordian knot by a policy of preventive war.
But 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.”27 Hans Morgenthau was even more blunt in describing the normative limits
democracy imposes on preventive war, which he called “abhorrent to democratic public
opinion.” He argued that Americans refuse to “consider seriously the possibility of preventive
war,” because it fundamentally violates what Americans believe about the origins of war.
“When war comes, it must come as a natural catastrophe or as the evil deed of another nation,
not as a foreseen and planned culmination of one’s own foreign policy.”28 Bernard Brodie, a key
architect of early nuclear theory and strategy, argued that despite the “unemotional logic” that
usually guides thinking on military strategy, this is impossible in the case of preventive war.
To deny the relevance of moral values is to plunge ourselves immediately into
absurdities, for example the absurdity of holding that the lives of any number of
foreigners are as nothing compared to the freedom-from-fear of a single American. We
instinctively reject such a proposition on moral grounds…The phrase ‘preventive war’
implies inevitably the unprovoked slaughter of millions of persons, mostly innocent of
responsibility, on the inherently unprovable assumption that our safety requires it…It
argues some want of imagination to assume…that the American people could acquiesce
in such a deed and then go about their usual business of pursuing happiness, free of
guilt as well as of fear.29
The question remains, to what degree was this attitude on preventive war actually reflected in
decision making on how to deal with a nuclearizing Soviet Union?
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Preventive War Against the USSR?
According to many contemporary commentators, the terrorist attack of 11 September
2001 signaled an end to America’s geographic insulation from foreign threats. In turn, this new
sense of vulnerability has been used to justify a more proactive use of military force abroad, to
include preventive war, to stamp out potential threats before they have an opportunity to build or
strike. Despite the novelty of these particular terrorist acts on American soil, there is nothing
new, of course, about long-range threats to the American homeland or proposals such as
preventive war for dealing with this type of threat. From the closing months of World War II
through the first decade of the Cold War, American defense planners saw a threat environment
radically transformed by technology – rockets, long-range bombers, and particularly nuclear
weapons – that for the first time truly confronted the United States with the prospects of largescale destruction. Moreover, as this technology evolved further, the ability to defend the
homeland from attack eroded rapidly.30
The evolving Soviet threat, and most importantly, America’s response to it, provides an
excellent historical baseline for studying the current problem of preventive war in the 21st
Century. In 1946, General Leslie Groves, the Director of the Manhattan Project, described
America’s strategic dilemma this way: “If we were ruthlessly realistic we would not permit any
foreign power with which we are not firmly allied, and in which we do not have absolute
confidence, to make or possess atomic weapons. If such a country started to make atomic
weapons we would destroy its capacity to make them before it had progressed far enough to
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threaten us.”31 General Groves was not alone in advocating the “ruthlessly realistic” need to
conduct a preventive attack on the USSR to preserve America’s nuclear monopoly. Until the
mid-1950s, proposals for preventive war surfaced within the military, among certain academics,
and even at the highest official levels in both the Truman and Eisenhower administrations. The
fact remains, however, that preventive war was decisively rejected as a strategic option to protect
American interests. This allowed the USSR to develop its nuclear arsenal unmolested and affect
a dramatic power shift that eventually eliminated America’s decisive superiority in atomic
weapons. Why did the United States forego the ruthlessly realistic option to prevent this power
shift? To what degree does a democratic normative resistance to initiating preventive war
account for this choice?
The distribution of attitudes on the ethical dimensions of preventive war across the
political leadership level and among the American public reveals some interesting findings on
this core question. First, normative opposition to preventive war was woven throughout the early
Cold War discussion of U.S. strategy for the Soviet Union. At every turn in the debate,
prominent voices objected to preventive war on the simple grounds that it was morally
repugnant, that dictators, not democrats, fight unprovoked wars, that alternative means were
available to keep the Soviet challenge in check. In fact, preventive war was explicitly rejected in
NSC-68, the seminal early Cold War statement on U.S. strategy for the Soviet Union. The
American public reflected these attitudes as well, as we will see below. Despite the presence of
strong normative concerns, preventive war was not rejected out of hand consistently or
unambiguously. The problem of dealing with the Soviet threat and the awful prospects of a
Soviet nuclear attack on the United States made the logic of preventive war irresistible for many.
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There was widespread consensus in the United States that the USSR posed a dire threat, that its
power was on the rise, that it would challenge America’s interests globally, that it would not
hesitate to use nuclear weapons in any conflict with the United States, and that a future war with
the Soviet Union was highly likely. In the face of such a threat, preventive war presents a
powerful temptation.
Second, we do not find evidence of an unambiguous convergence among decision makers
and opinion leaders on a single normative conception of the ethics of preventive war. In fact,
there is sufficient ambivalence in the morality of the choice between allowing a potentially
existential military threat to arise (as many saw it), and crushing that potential threat before it has
the opportunity to fully form, to have allowed for alternative normative positions that led to both
opposition and support for preventive war. During the early Cold War we find supporters of
preventive war casting their arguments in terms of military necessity rooted in the morality of
protecting the American people against the ruthless and evil regime of the Soviet Union. A
preventive war with the USSR was often equated with the morality of any effort that might have
been waged against the evils of Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan before these regimes had the
chance to take the offensive.32 Finally, the evidence shows that any explanation for America’s
failure to initiate preventive war cannot ignore practical non-normative concerns about its
military capabilities to actually pull off a successful preventive attack.33 It is important to look at
each of these points in more detail.
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During the Truman administration it is possible to identify two distinct periods in
American thinking on preventive war: from the end of World War II until late 1949, when the
United States clearly had a nuclear monopoly, and from 1950 to 1952, in which the United States
faced the duel pressures of a growing Soviet arsenal and the Korean War. In the former period
we find early advocates of preventive war emerge to make their case, but a lackadaisical
response from President Truman who took no decisive action to prevent the USSR from
becoming a nuclear power. In the latter period, the Soviet nuclear test and the Korean War
combined to initiate intense discussion of preventive war at the highest levels, yet the president
decisively rejected the option in purely normative terms.
Prior to the Soviet’s 1949 atomic test, arguments in favor of preventive war were cast in
both strategic terms and as a moral imperative. Just months after the end of World War II, the
Joint Intelligence Committee of the JCS recommended that the United States initiate a nuclear
strike against the USSR if its “industrial and scientific progress suggested a capacity for an
‘eventual attack against the United States or defense against our attack’.”34 Similarly, Air Force
General Culbertson testified to a Senate committee that America was “facing within the next five
or six years a preventive war by the capitalist world to eliminate the threat of the rising Russian
giant state. And if that war does not take place, then we are facing in fifteen or twenty years a
war for the control of the world by Communist Eurasia, led by Russia.”35 During the Berlin
blockade crisis of 1948, both Secretary of Defense Forestall and Air Force Chief of Staff
Vandenberg recommended that Truman consider initiating the BROILER plan, which would
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consist of striking the Soviet Union with upwards of 100 nuclear bombs.36 Beyond the purely
strategic rationale for preventive war, some commentators crafted moral arguments to support
this option. For example, Harvard political scientist James Burnham, well known for his virulent
anti-communism, argued that
If there is good reason to believe that a sudden and massive blow [to the Soviet Union
would] save many lives and goods [in the United States], result in less destruction and
social disintegration [than if the U.S. waited for the Soviets to attack first], give a better
chance for building a workable world polity, then to strike such a blow, far from being
morally wrong, is morally obligatory. If there is to be war in any case, it is hard to
comprehend why a war is morally better because it is more difficult, longer, more cruel
and costly and bloody.37
Similarly, British philosopher Bertrand Russell, a passionate advocate of banning the bomb once
the Soviets had their own arsenal, was a strong proponent of the morality of preventing a
bilateral nuclear war through U.S. preventive action before Soviet development made this
possible. His belief in the inevitability of great power war led him to conclude that the costs of a
preventive attack would be minimal compared to the costs of a large nuclear exchange once the
U.S. and the Soviets had these weapons.38
Despite these scattered sources of preventive war logic, the United States took no action
to prevent the USSR from breaking its nuclear monopoly. It is impossible, however, to declare
decisively that normative objections impeded American action before 1949. This is primarily
because there were extreme material limits to America’s ability to deliver a sufficient blow
against the Soviet Union.39 In April 1947 David Lilienthal, the first chairman of the Atomic
Energy Commission, informed President Truman that there were no nuclear bombs in the
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American arsenal ready for immediate use,40 and by July 1947 the U.S. only had 13 atomic
weapons.41 While Forestall and Vandenberg were advocating the 100 nuclear bomb attack of the
BROILER war plan during the Berlin crisis, the United States only had 50 bombs in its inventory
and 32 B-29 bombers to deliver them. This was not nearly enough to execute the existing war
plans or to ensure a strike would be crippling enough to the USSR to prevent a potent
conventional counterattack in Europe.42 In essence, these material limits meant that America’s
moral limits were never truly put to the test in this earlier period. The normative argument
would be more convincing as an explanation for the absence of an American preventive war if
the United States had the military capability to carry it off successfully, yet still pursued a more
moderate strategy.
Material limits notwithstanding, it is important to note that during the period of
America’s nuclear monopoly President Truman spent substantial time and effort trying to craft a
program of international control over nuclear weapons, including America’s own arsenal, yet
never initiated a crash program to develop the military capabilities to actually execute a
preventive war strategy.43 And while Truman himself never commented publicly on the proposal
for preventive war in this period, several prominent American statesmen do illustrate the
normative reflex against preventive war. For example, former Secretary of War Stimson
declared that to initiate preventive war against the USSR would be “worse than nonsense…We
could not possibly take that opportunity without deserting our inheritance. Americans as
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conquerors would be tragically miscast.” John Foster Dulles, while recognizing the great danger
posed by the Soviet Union, dismissed preventive war as “unthinkable.”44
Prior to 1949, President Truman never addressed advocates of the preventive war strategy
directly. He “believed firmly that the United States could remain decisively superior for years,
long enough to make the prospect of a nuclear arms race quite undaunting.”45 In 1950, however,
the president was forced to respond to renewed interest in preventive war brought on by
international events – the Soviet atomic test of August 1949 and the North Korean invasion of
June 1950 – and the public statements of prominent military officials that made the issue
impossible to ignore. The Truman administration’s response in this critical year provides the
best evidence from the early Cold War of a normative resistance to preventive war that worked
itself explicitly into American policy and the public face the administration put on this question.
The first bold statement against preventive war as a fundamental violation of American
values is found in NSC-68,46 the premier strategy document that laid out the vision for America’s
approach toward the Soviet challenge, a vision that lasted throughout the Cold War. NSC-68 is
notable because it was the first systematic official articulation of containment as the basis for
American policy and the role of nuclear weapons in this strategy. Often overlooked, however, is
that it also contains an explicit, lengthy and thoughtful assessment of what was not possible from
a normative perspective as part of this strategy. This normative claim centered on a rejection of
preventive war as a means to deal with the existential threat posed by the Soviet Union.
The document spares nothing in its vivid description of the dire threat posed by the USSR
and the conflict now joined by the United States. The introduction states the problem bluntly:
“The issues that face us are momentous, involving the fulfillment or destruction not only of this
44
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Republic, but of civilization itself…The Soviet Union is developing the military capacity to
support its design for world domination….Thus unwillingly our free society finds itself mortally
challenged by the Soviet system. No other value system is so wholly irreconcilable with ours, so
implacable in its purpose to destroy ours…” NSC-68 even identified mid-1954, four years
hence, as a “critical date” at which the Soviet Union was expected to have an atomic arsenal of
200 bombs (the estimate provided for the mid-1950 Soviet arsenal was 10-20 nuclear bombs).
This was projected to be the time the Soviets could deliver at least 100 weapons to U.S. targets.
The analysis states, “In time the atomic capability of the USSR can be expected to grow to a
point where, given surprise and no more effective opposition than we now have programmed, the
possibility of a decisive initial attack cannot be excluded.” Furthermore, “From the military
point of view, the actual and potential capabilities of the United States, given a continuation of
current and projected programs, will become less and less effective as a war deterrent.”
In the face of such beliefs about this fanatical and relentless adversary and a clear
appreciation for the perpetual erosion of America’s relative nuclear advantage, one could assume
that the logic of preventive war would prove overwhelmingly tempting as a way to beat down
this mortal threat. NSC-68, however, rejected preventive war in surprisingly frank and
uncompromising language, and grounds its objections to this policy firmly in American domestic
politics and the limits the American people place on what is normatively acceptable for the use
of military force. It is worth quoting the key statements from NSC-68 on this at length:
Some Americans favor a deliberate decision to go to war against the Soviet Union in the
near future. It goes without saying that the idea of ‘preventive’ war – in the sense of a
military attack not provoked by a military attack upon us or our allies – is generally
unacceptable to Americans…[A] surprise attack up the Soviet Union, despite the
provocations of recent Soviet behavior, would be repugnant to many Americans.
Although the American people would probably rally in support of the war effort, the
shock of responsibility for a surprise attack would be morally corrosive. Many would
doubt that it was a ‘just war’ and that all reasonable possibilities for a peaceful
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settlement had been explored in good faith…[I]t is important that the United States
employ military force only if the necessity for its use is clear and compelling and
commends itself to the overwhelming majority of our people. The United States
therefore cannot engage in war except as a reaction to aggression of so clear and
compelling a nature as to bring the overwhelming majority of our people to accept the
use of military force.
Ultimately, NSC-68 takes the kind of long-term optimistic view described by Tucker as inherent
to democracies.47 Rather than taking the “defeatist” approach of preventive war, NSC-68
reflects hope that eventually America could convince the USSR to coexist peacefully and
perhaps experience a regime change that would make it less hostile to the United States.
Even with NSC-68 in the background as the most authoritative statement on this issue,
the Korean War prompted several high level officials to reconsider preventive war and even
advocate it publicly. The president’s response to this, however, served to reaffirm the normative
claims against preventive war laid out in NSC-68. Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson
advocated preventive war in private discussions but was careful not to discuss this bold option
publicly.48 Public discussion was most dramatically raised by Secretary of the Navy Francis
Matthews and by General Orvil Anderson, commandant of the Air Force’s Air War College. In
his “Aggression for Peace” speech at the Boston Navy Yard on August 25, 1950, Matthews
brazenly argued in favor of launching preventive war against the USSR.49 General Anderson
followed suit a few days later in comments to a reporter: “We must conclude civilization
demands that we act. Give me the order to do it and I can break up Russia’s five A-bomb nests
in a week.” Anderson was summarily fired for these provocative comments.50 George Marshall,
as the new Secretary of Defense, argued that the moral advantage of avoiding such aggressive
acts would outweigh any military advantage from preventive war, and Army Chief of Staff Omar
47
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Bradley noted that the United States “will not provoke a war against anybody. And we will not
wage a preventive war against an archenemy.”51 President Truman had the last word on the
subject in 1950 when he stated decisively that preventive wars are “weapons of dictators, not of
free democratic countries like the United States, arming only for defense against aggression.”52
Unlike Truman, President Eisenhower never demonstrated any reflexive normative
distaste for the idea of preventive war. In fact, the logic of preventive war was compelling
enough to attract Eisenhower’s active consideration in response to the Soviet H-bomb test in
1953. By the end of 1954 he had finally rejected this option, but for strategic and practical
constitutional reasons, not because he believed that preventive war was in itself an illegitimate
use of military force. Three episodes best capture Eisenhower’s initial thoughts on the problem
of Soviet nuclear advances and America’s response options. Each episode demonstrates that
instead of rebuffing the preventive war idea from a normative perspective, he actually advanced
arguments sympathetic to preventive war that were rooted in normative or moral reasoning.
The first episode is an exchange of ideas between Eisenhower and Secretary of State
Dulles in the summer and fall of 1953. By this period Dulles was arguing forcefully for détente
with the USSR, “a spectacular effort to relax world tensions on a global basis,” as the best way to
reduce America’s vulnerabilities to what he saw as a relentless Soviet drive to match or outpace
America militarily. Dulles believed that in terms of extracting resources for military
development, the United States was no match for the USSR: “No single country, not even the
United States, could, out of its own resources, adequately match the strength of a powerful
totalitarian state. We are in no position to extract from our own people what tyrannical rulers
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could extract from their people. The attempt to do so would ‘bust us’.”53 Eisenhower agreed
with Dulles on the degrading effects of an arms race: “if the contest to maintain this relative
position should have to continue indefinitely, the cost would either drive us to war – or into some
form of dictatorial government.” Eisenhower did not accept detente, however; he thought of
preventive war as one way to deal with this problem, and in turn he could cast a preventive war
as a normative obligation to the future: “In such circumstances, we would 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.”54
Several months later Eisenhower again reflected a willingness to consider preventive war
as a logical and normative response to the Soviet challenge, this time in a conversation with
Prime Minister Churchill. Churchill made the point that “anyone could say the Russians are evil
minded and mean to destroy the free countries. Well, if we really feel like that, perhaps we
ought to take action before they get as many atomic bombs as America has.” According to
Churchill, Eisenhower responded, “it ought to be considered.”55 In the summer of 1954 the
president again indicated his willingness to consider preventive war. During an NSC meeting
Dulles warned that the allies might not tolerate a tougher policy with the Soviets for the long
term. Notes of the meeting record that Eisenhower responded, “we should perhaps come back to
the very grave question: should the United States now get ready to fight the Soviet Union? The
President pointed out that he had brought up this question more than once at prior Council
meetings, and that he had never done so facetiously.”56
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Despite the president’s willingness to acknowledge the preventive war option as the
administration wrestled with a shifting balance of power and Soviet nuclear advances,
Eisenhower too finally rejected it. In an August 1954 press conference he discussed the idea
publicly: “A preventive war, to my mind, is an impossibility today…[F]rankly, I wouldn’t listen
to anyone seriously that came in and talked about such a thing.”57 By the end of 1954 he signed
NSC 5440, which stated, “The United States and its allies must reject the concept of preventive
war or acts intended to provoke war.”58 He did so, however, for three non-normative reasons.
First, it was clear by 1954 that the United States could not prevent a smashing Soviet nuclear
response to any American strike, a response that was expected to cost millions of American
lives.59 Second, he was overwhelmed by thoughts of the nature of the world after a nuclear
preventive war. “What do you do with the world after you have won victory in such a
catastrophic nuclear war?”60 Finally, Eisenhower did offer one argument against preventive war
rooted in American domestic politics, but it was not about any American norms that prohibited
it. Instead, he offered an expediency argument about the drawn out public nature of any decision
that involved Congress. He knew that from a constitutional perspective it would be virtually
impossible to assemble Congress secretly, deliberate and vote on a declaration of preventive
war.61 True to his earlier position on the question, Secretary of State Dulles continued to see
preventive war in normative terms, even if the president did not. “No man,” he wrote, “should
arrogate to himself the power to decide that the future of mankind would benefit by an action
entailing the killing of tens of millions of people.”62 By the mid-1950s, however, speculation
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over preventive war gave way to the simple realization that the United States had lost any
opportunity it may have had to initiate a preventive war without suffering a brutal counterblow.
Turning from elites to the American public, a large amount of public opinion data from
the end of World War II through the 1950s shows that if policy makers had pursued a preventive
war strategy against the USSR, the American public would have been resistant or outright
opposed. Interestingly, by the spring of 1946 the majority of Americans believed that the Soviet
Union was pursuing world domination as its primary international objective, and this majority
grew over the next several years [see figure 1]. By 1954-55, a strong majority of Americans
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Figure 1. Why is the Soviet Union Building its Military Forces?63
believed that a major war with the USSR was likely sooner or later.64 Despite this widespread
concern over Russia’s growing threat to the United States and the likelihood of war, the
American public decisively rejected preventive war as a way to deal with this threat. In a survey
taken several weeks into the Korean conflict, just 15% of Americans believed that the United
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States should declare war on the USSR. A full 79% of Americans rejected war with the Soviet
Union outright. In 1954, as the American advantage in nuclear weapons seemed a temporary
condition, 76% of Americans surveyed explicitly rejected preventive war to preserve America’s
nuclear superiority. Only 13% agreed with the preventive war option.65
Instead of military confrontation, the American public consistently expressed strong
support throughout this period for diplomacy as the best way to manage U.S.-USSR relations
[see figures 2 and 3]. And while a majority of Americans wanted to keep the United States’
nuclear arsenal, develop the H-bomb, and prevent the proliferation of nuclear weapons to other
August 29-September 3, 1947
Which one of these four statements do you agree with most?
1) It is very important that we make every effort to keep on friendly terms with Russia
6%
even if we have to make many concessions to her.
2) It is important that we be on friendly terms with Russia, but we should not make too
50%
many concessions to her.
3) If Russia wants to be on friendly terms with us, that’s all right, but we should not make 18%
any special effort to be friendly.
4) We will be better off if we have just as little as possible to do with Russia
21%
5) No opinion
5%
December 2-7, 1954
Do you think it would be a good idea or a poor idea for the United States to break off diplomatic
relations with Russia at this time?
Poor idea: 65%
Good idea: 21%
No opinion: 14%

Figure 2. American Relations with the Soviet Union66

states, including allies,67 a strong majority also supported efforts to establish international control
over these weapons to neuter the danger of the Soviet’s arsenal [see figure 4].
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November 11-16, 1951
Would you like to see Truman and Churchill meet with Stalin to try to settle the differences between
their countries?
Yes
70%
No
21%
No opinion 9%
January 9, 1953
Would you favor or oppose a meeting between President Eisenhower and Premier Stalin to try to settle
the differences between the U.S. and Russia?
Favor
69%
Qualified Approval 7%
Oppose
20%
No opinion
4%
March 28-April 2, 1953
Would you favor or oppose a meeting between President Eisenhower, Prime Minister Churchill and
Premier Malenkov of Russia to try to settle world differences?
Favor
78%
Oppose
15%
No opinion 7%
October 9-14, 1953
Would you favor or oppose a meeting between Eisenhower, Churchill, and Malenkov to try to settle
world differences?
Favor
79%
Oppose
12%
No opinion 9%

Figure 3. Favor or Oppose Summit Meetings to Settle World Differences?68
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January 28-February 2, 1950
Do you think we should try again to work out an agreement with Russia to control the atom bomb
before we try to make a hydrogen bomb?
Should
48%
Should not 45%
No opinion 7%
February 5-10, 1950
Do you think we should try to work out an agreement with Russia to control the atom bomb and the
hydrogen bomb?
Yes
68%
No
23%
No opinion 9%
April 19-24, 1953
Would you favor or oppose a plan for the international control of atomic energy which would allow
the UN to inspect atomic plants in all member countries, including Russia and the U.S.?
Favor
59%
Oppose
31%
No opinion 10%
April 8-13, 1954
The U.S. and Russia have both suggested plans for outlawing the atom and hydrogen bombs as
weapons of war.
- the US should go further than ever if it means giving in on some of our
10%
demands for strict inspection.
- We should keep trying to reach an agreement – but not accept any plan that
69%
doesn’t meet our demands for strict inspection.
- We should give up trying to reach an agreement altogether
13%
- No opinion
8%

Figure 4. Support for International Control Over Nuclear Technology69

Unfortunately, surveys from this period did not ask respondents exactly why they
rejected preventive war with the Soviet Union or why they felt persistent diplomacy was a
preferred approach. Such data is necessary for a valid measure of the extent to which Americans
were sensitive to the normative dimensions of preventive war. Based on the data we do have,
however, we can claim that by rejecting preventive war and supporting cooperative efforts to
manage the Soviet threat, American citizens consistently demonstrated that they never gave up
the “democratic” hope that war was not truly inevitable. Despite the seriousness of the public’s
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perception of a menacing Soviet threat, it is clear that the vast majority were not willing to
engage in serious speculation of the merits of assuming the costs of fighting a near-term war with
the USSR to avoid the higher costs of a possible military conflict in the future that was by no
means a certainty. Moreover, while Americans were not asked whether moral qualms explain
this reluctance to initiate a preventive war, any valid question to gather this data would have to
be clear as to the nature of an American attack. Not only would America launch an unprovoked
war, it would have to do so with nuclear weapons that would exact a horrible death toll on
civilians within the USSR. While still speculative, it is hard to imagine the American public
approving of such an attack based simply on the logic of preventing a power shift in the U.S.Soviet relationship. This point will be discussed further below to suggest that ultimately the
early Cold War does not present a fair test of the argument that democracies cannot initiate
preventive war. The Iraq case, however, is the best test of this argument to date.
The Domestic Politics of Preventive War Against Iraq
The Iraq Case as Preventive War
Despite repeated use of the term “pre-emptive” by the Bush administration to describe its
National Security Strategy and a possible war with Iraq, and the nearly wholesale adoption of
this term by members of Congress, pundits, and the press, it is important to point out that U.S.
military action against Iraq would in fact be a preventive use of force. As noted earlier, these
terms have distinct meanings that bear directly on the logic justifying war and how this
justification is perceived both domestically and abroad. Before we examine the domestic politics
of preventive war in the Iraq case, it is necessary to establish that it actually fits this category.
To justify calling this conflict preventive war we need look no further than how
supporters of war characterize the threat. While the term “imminent” is used on occasion,
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supporters of war acknowledge that there is no evidence of an impending Iraqi attack on the U.S.
or its allies, or evidence that Iraq is actually preparing to use terrorist surrogates for a coming
strike. Instead, American leaders describe their concerns with Iraq’s growing capabilities, a
power transition that will occur over time that could present future vulnerabilities to the United
States. The president’s 2002 State of the Union address noted that the “Iraqi regime has plotted
to develop anthrax, and nerve gas, and nuclear weapons for over a decade.” These efforts, he
argued, “pose a grave and growing danger” and the possibility that Iraq “could provide these
arms to terrorists” and “could attack our allies or attempt to blackmail the United States.”70 In
his West Point speech the president recognized that this threat has not actually materialized, but
that this was no reason for inaction. “If we wait for threats to fully materialize,” he declared,
“we will have waited too long.” The answer to this growing threat is preventive war: “We must
take the battle to the enemy, disrupt his plans, and confront the worst threats before they
emerge.”71 In the National Security Strategy released in September 2002, the president notes
that the use of force under these circumstances would constitute a departure from traditional
practice and what international law allows in cases of self-defense, but that the changing nature
of the threat justifies preventive war: “For centuries, international law recognized that nations
need not suffer an attack before they can lawfully take action to defend themselves against forces
that present an imminent danger of attack. Legal scholars and international jurists often
conditioned the legitimacy of pre-emption on the existence of an imminent threat – most often a
visible mobilization of armies, navies and air forces preparing to attack. We must adapt the
concept of imminent threat to the capabilities and objectives of today’s adversaries.” According
70
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to the strategy, adaptation means “America will act against such emerging threats before they are
fully formed…even if uncertainty remains as to the time and place of the enemy’s attack.”72 As
in previous cases of preventive war, supporters justify this decision with the assumption that war
at some future point is inevitable. Or even if war is not a certainty, the odds of future conflict are
considered high enough to justify preventive war now while the risks and costs are lower.
In a crucial speech on Iraq given in October 2002, President Bush revealed that the
United States does not really know how far along Iraq is with this power transition to nuclear
weapons, but that “we have every reason to assume the worst,” even in the absence of clear
evidence, “and we have an urgent duty to prevent the worse from occurring.” The president
described the threat in terms of worst-case scenarios – for example, “Iraq could decide on any
given day to provide a biological or chemical weapon to a terrorist group…” – while not
suggesting that any of these scenarios was on the verge of actually occurring. The president
cited the possibility alone as a risk he was unwilling to accept.73 Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld
has argued that the U.S. cannot wait for proof that Iraq is actually building a nuclear capability.
In other words, the mere possibility of a power transition of this type, rather than an actual
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growth in Iraq’s military capabilities, is enough to justify preventive war.74 Early in the debate
over “phase II” of the war on terrorism, Secretary of State Colin Powell (the only administration
official who often calls action against Iraq “prevention” rather than “pre-emption”75) based his
opposition to war with Iraq on the observation that the Iraqi threat did not demand any
immediate action: “Iraq isn’t going anywhere. It’s in a fairly weakened state. It’s doing some
things we don’t like. We’ll continue to contain it. But there really was no need at this point,
unless there was really quite a smoking gun, to put Iraq at the top of the list…He’ll be there,
unfortunately, a week, a month, two months from now.”76
Like Secretary Powell, the Central Intelligence Agency’s official position was that Iraq
did not pose an imminent threat. In a letter dated October 7, 2002 to Senator Bob Graham,
Chairman of the Senate Intelligence Committee, CIA Director George Tenet declared that
“Baghdad for now appears to be drawing a line short of conducting terrorist attacks with
conventional or CBW [chemical and biological weapons] against the United States.” A senior
intelligence official testifying to the committee noted, “The probability of [Saddam Hussein]
initiating an attack…in the foreseeable future, given the conditions we understand now, the
likelihood I think would be low.” According to the CIA’s assessment, the likelihood of an Iraqi
attack with weapons of mass destruction would be highest if America itself initiated a conflict.77
Among supporters of the use of force in Congress we find the same characterization of
the Iraqi threat; it is not imminent, but the risks and costs of a future conflict, after Iraq has
developed a more potent military capability, makes preventive war necessary today. These
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views were captured best by Senator Joseph Lieberman (D-CT) and Senator John Warner (RVA), co-sponsors in the Senate of the resolution authorizing force against Iraq. Like the
president, Senator Warner acknowledged “we do not know a great deal about what he has today
by way of nuclear capacity. The best knowledge that is in the open is that he does not have a
finished weapon, but we do not know whether it is 6 months, 6 years, or what time it may be”
until Iraq reaches this point. Nevertheless, Warner argued, “It is now we must act. For those
who say take time and wait…what is the cost of waiting if he were to finish his program…In my
view it’s the riskiest of all options, because the longer we wait, the stronger and bolder Saddam
Hussein will become.”78 Senator Lieberman too argues from the logic of preventive war: “if we
do not stop Saddam now, we will look back on some terrible day, with a profound sense of
remorse and guilt, and say why didn’t we do it?”79 The mere fact that the issue of war with Iraq
has been debated within the administration, in the public domain, in Congress and at the United
Nations for nearly 18 months before U.S. forces were prepared to conduct an attack, shows that
the threat is not truly considered “imminent.”
How Much Normative Resistance to Preventive War?
With the logic of preventive war driving the administration and its Congressional
supporters toward a military showdown with Iraq, we have an excellent case for evaluating the
claim that a democracy cannot initiate preventive war. Arguably, the Iraq case poses a better test
of this claim than the early Cold War decision not to initiate preventive war against the USSR.
In the Cold War case, the magnitude of an American attack and the risks associated with a Soviet
response, even with just conventional forces, would dwarf the size and risks of an American
attack against Iraq. Even until the mid-1950s, those years when America maintained a clear
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nuclear superiority, there was never broad confidence in the American government that the U.S.
could execute a preventive war without suffering a substantial Soviet attack in return, at least in
Europe. In this case it is easy to take the moral high road by rejecting preventive war, while
much of the revulsion against this option could be inspired by the great fear of the risks involved.
Analytically it is difficult for us to separate normative concerns from strategic calculations as
explanations for America’s decision to avoid preventive war. Moreover, because an American
attack on the Soviet Union would require a large number of nuclear weapons, the mass death of
innocent Soviet citizens would make such a preventive war truly unprecedented historically. No
non-democratic leader ever initiated a preventive war knowing that he would inflict such a
horrendous number of guaranteed casualties. This fact creates an uneven test of the argument
that regime type matters for preventive war; the option that Presidents Truman and Eisenhower
faced was so extreme that it is not hard to imagine many non-democratic leaders rejecting it as
well.
In the case of war with Iraq, however, the risks of an Iraqi counterattack are so much
lower than those faced with the Soviets that many more decision makers and American citizens
would find the risks tolerable. From a strategic perspective, therefore, we would expect more
individuals to approve of preventive war against Iraq than in the earlier case. Being able to fight
this war at relatively lower costs makes any normative resistance to preventive war more relevant
as a reason not to fight it in the first place. Furthermore, American precision conventional
weapons would make the number of Iraqi civilian casualties miniscule compared to the mass
casualties that would unavoidably be imposed on Soviet citizens. The number of Iraqi casualties
would not be inconsequential, of course. In the Gulf War of 1991, Iraqi civilian deaths have
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been estimated at anywhere between 10,000 and 100,000.80 In a future U.S.-Iraq conflict, a
confidential UN report describes an immense humanitarian crisis, which includes estimates of
500,000 direct and indirect casualties.81 Nevertheless, historically Americans have demonstrated
much less sensitivity to the costs of war for the adversary’s citizens compared to its own
soldiers.82 The question remains, however, will this relative insensitivity hold in the case of
preventive war? Or, despite America’s efforts to minimize civilian casualties in a future war,
would these deaths be normatively distasteful because they were the result of the logic of
preventive war, rather than a U.S. response to some form of provocation or for immediate selfdefense?
There is plenty of anecdotal evidence showing that at least some Americans, at both the
leadership and mass public levels, strongly object to war in this case specifically because of its
preventive character. In other words, some Americans distinguish clearly between conditions of
actual imminent threat, in which case the use of force may be justified on normative and
practical cost/benefit grounds, and cases involving the preventive motive for war that do not
present such concrete danger. These individuals, we see, set a much higher threshold for
legitimizing the use of force, which the logic of preventive war does not meet. Interestingly,
over the summer and early fall of 2002, the most vocal critics of the president’s push toward war
with Iraq were members of his own party, such as Brent Scowcroft, former National Security
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Advisor to the first President Bush, Senator Chuck Hagel of Nebraska, a Vietnam veteran and a
traditionally staunch supporter of the American military, and Congressman Dick Armey of
Texas, the majority leader in the House of Representatives. Both Scowcroft and Hagel illustrate
the first type of opposition to preventive war that Schweller says may be found within a
democracy – that which is rooted in practical considerations of what level of threat justifies the
costs and risks of war. According to Scowcroft, while Saddam Hussein is a brutal “menace” and
his previous efforts to obtain weapons of mass destruction are disturbing, “There is little
evidence to indicate that the United States itself is an object of his aggression.” Scowcroft
argued that the costs of war with Iraq in terms of American lives and the stability of the current
global coalition helping America fight the war on terrorist groups are simply too high while
America does not face an imminent threat from this adversary.83
One of the most interesting and unexpected critics of war with Iraq from a normative
democratic perspective was Congressman Armey, who argued that fighting an unprovoked war,
even against an adversary as odious as Saddam Hussein, was simply an illegitimate use of force.
Armey claimed, “I don’t believe that America will justifiably make an unprovoked attack on
another nation. It would not be consistent with what we have been as a nation or what we should
be as a nation.”84 During the October 2002 congressional debate over war with Iraq this
normative anti-preventive war argument was articulated in greatest detail by another Republican
member of the House, Jim Leach of Iowa. In a speech drawing from history, international
relations theory, international law, and Just War Doctrine, Congressman Leach concluded that
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the United States must uphold the high standards limiting the doctrine of preemptive attack. For
Leach, any preemptive use of force can only be justified on the grounds described by U.S.
Secretary of State Daniel Webster in 1842, if there was a “necessity of self-defense, instant,
overwhelming, leaving no choice of means, and no moment for deliberation.” True preemption
is morally and legally sound as the basis for using military force, while the preventive motive is
not. To exceed international standards limiting the use of force and to enter such unprecedented
territory for American foreign policy, Leach argued, is to “undercut core American values and
leadership around the world.”85
In the Senate, this argument was made most passionately by Democratic Senators
Kennedy of Massachusetts and Durbin of Illinois. In the first speech in the Senate debate,
Kennedy declared, “the coldly premeditated nature of preventive attacks and preventive wars
makes them anathema to well-established international principles against aggression…
Historically, the United States has condemned the idea of preventive war…Earlier generations of
Americans rejected preventive war on the grounds of both morality and practicality, and our
generation must do so as well.” To do otherwise, he argued, would not only jeopardize
American national security, it would violate “our core beliefs” as well.86 While introducing an
amendment to the Iraq resolution that would authorize force under conditions of imminent threat,
Senator Durbin observed, “historically we are a defensive nation. Even at the height of the Cold
War, we did not endorse a first strike against the Soviet Union. No, we are a defensive nation.
This new foreign policy reflected in the resolution before us is a dramatic departure from that.”
This departure, he warned, is “unwarranted and unwise.” For Durbin, an attack on Iraq in the
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absence of an immediate threat would make America an “aggressor nation,” and fundamentally
violate America’s “principles and values and norms of conduct of our foreign policy.”87
To understand the key question raised in this paper it is important to go beyond this
anecdotal evidence to more precisely measure how extensive this normative position against
preventive war actually is within the United States. In short, the data presented below
demonstrate that while there is recognizable normative resistance to preventive war within
American society and among its political leadership, this attitude is not absolute but highly
context contingent. Like attitudes on the legitimacy of using military force in other
circumstances, attitudes on preventive war are diverse across this democratic society.
Interestingly, while a large majority of Americans support a deterrence policy over a preventive
war policy in the abstract, in the specific context of the Iraq case the norm against preventive war
is a minority view. As we might expect, political ideology is the best predictor of opposition to
war with Iraq. The best predictor of support for war is the degree to which an individual ties
Saddam Hussein to the types of terrorists that carried out the attacks of September 11. The
following sections explain this data in greater detail.
Congressional Attitudes on Preventive War Against Iraq
The data presented in this section was derived from a content analysis conducted on the
complete written transcripts of the October 2002 congressional debate in both the U.S. Senate
and House of Representatives on a resolution authorizing the use of force against Iraq. During
the course of this debate, a full 95% of the Senate and 84% of House members voting on the
resolution actually participated in the debate to explain their reasons for either supporting or
opposing this measure. As a result, the transcripts provide a highly representative source of data
on the distribution of specific congressional attitudes concerning war under the circumstances
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presented in the Iraq case.88 The content analysis quantifies how many members of Congress
cited each of the eleven different specific reasons offered during the debate to justify support or
opposition to war. The content categories quantified for supporters of war include: 1) concern
over Iraqi weapons of mass destruction development or use against the U.S. or its allies; 2)
concerns over Iraqi links to terrorism in general; 3) references to the terrorist attacks of
September 11 and efforts to prevent future similar attacks; 4) comparisons between the Iraq case
and the failure to prevent German rearmament and World War II; 5) a current war with Iraq is
simply a continuation of the Gulf War of 1991. The content categories quantified for opponents
of war include: 1) specific normative rejection of preventive war; 2) the practical costs of war
(for example, American lives, Iraq’s use of chemical or biological weapons, breakdown of the
coalition in the war on terrorism, financial costs, stability of the Middle East, and the domestic
priorities sacrificed); 3) no imminent threat from Iraq or September 11 link to justify war; 4)
rejection of the unilateral use of force; 5) Congress cedes too much authority to the president
with the resolution; 6) general pacifist/anti-war sentiment. These content categories not only
capture all reasons cited during the debate for support or opposition to war with Iraq, they also
allow for close comparison of the extent of normative opposition to preventive war to other
reasons for opposing the use of force. The data within these content categories also show why
normative resistance to preventive war did not restrain a majority in Congress.
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In the House of Representatives, the resolution authorizing the use of military force
against Iraq was supported by 69% of its members, in a final vote of 296 in favor to 133 against.
Clearly, the vast majority in the House was not restrained by an anti-preventive war attitude.
When we look at the reasons cited by opponents of war we find that, despite their minority status
in the chamber over all, a large majority of opponents offer one or both of the general arguments
against preventive war described by Schweller. Specifically, a full 84% of opponents, which is
28% of all participants in the House debate, argued explicitly that war is not justified on
normative grounds because of its preventive character, and/or because in the absence of an
imminent threat or a direct September 11 terrorist link the practical costs of war are simply too
high. When we distinguish between these two reasons for opposition we find that the explicit
normative rejection of preventive war is by far the most frequently cited; 70% of all opponents,
which is 23% of all House members in the debate, reject preventive war on normative grounds.
In contrast, 31% of opponents, which is 11% of the all debate participants, cite the practical costs
in the absence of imminent threat argument to justify their stance. [See figure 5 for a summary
of the distribution of supporting and opposing arguments offered in the House of
Representatives.]
Perhaps not surprisingly, political ideology is the strongest predictor of opposition to war
in this case. Using the political ideology rating scale provided by Americans for Democratic
Action we find that 89% of those voting against war can be considered clear political liberals,
while 8% are political moderates, and only 3% clearly conservative.89 Of all political liberals in
the House, less than a third (29%) broke from the liberal majority to vote in favor of the use of
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Figure 5. Frequency of Arguments For and Against War in the House of Representatives,
% of All Participants in the Debate
force resolution, while 71% voted against it. Political ideology is also a good predictor of
support for war in the House, however, it is important to note that a significant number of
moderates and liberals were willing to vote in favor of preventive war against Iraq. In other
words, the pro-resolution bloc is more diverse ideologically than the anti-resolution bloc. 67%
of the resolution’s supporters can be considered clearly conservative, while 16% are moderates
and 17% clear liberals. Conservatives in the House of Representatives voted more solidly as a
bloc than liberals did, with 98% of conservatives voting in favor of the resolution, and only 2%
voting no. Together with the data presented above on the dominance of normative antipreventive war argument among opponents of war in the House, this additional data show that
House, are liberal. The average ADA score for all House members voting against the resolution was 88. 122
liberals voted against the resolution, 50 voted in favor. An ADA score of 20 or lower was used to code members as
conservative. The ADA scores for the 107th Congress, Second Session, can be accessed at
http://www.adaction.org/2002voting.html.
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attitudes on preventive war are far from monolithic. Instead, the anti-preventive war norm is
concentrated at the liberal end of the political spectrum, and clearly not shared evenly among
most political actors.
In the Senate, support for the resolution authorizing the use of force was even higher than
in the House, with 77% supporting and 23% opposing. While the debate in the House was
characterized by bold statements on the policy as either clearly right or clearly wrong, many
participants on both sides of the Senate debate were more nuanced in their attitudes, more willing
to acknowledge some of the points raised by their opponents, and to speak about the decision
making difficulties presented by this specific problem. Each speaker, however, clearly
articulated the reasons for either supporting or opposing the use of force in this case. As in the
House debate we find a clear bloc of Senators (22%) explicitly rejecting preventive war as an
American strategy (this is comparable to the 23% in the House of Representatives).
Interestingly, 9 of the 22 Senators in this anti-preventive war group actually voted for the
resolution authorizing the use of force.90 This means that 41% of the Senators that felt strongly
enough about the normative dimensions of preventive war to speak out against it in principle,
found sufficient reasons to support preventive war in the specific case of Iraq. Another way to
measure the extent of normative resistance to the logic of preventive war is to examine how
many supported an amendment to the resolution authorizing force introduced by Senator
Durbin.91 Durbin’s amendment was designed explicitly to strike the preventive war basis for
using military force against the “continuing threat posed by Iraq” and the concern that this threat
would grow with time. His amendment would replace this phrase with a truly preemptive motive
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for war if the U.S. actually faced “an imminent threat posed by Iraq.” Anyone voting in favor of
the amendment was clearly expressing a preference for restricting the use of force to a
preemption situation rather than a preventive war situation. While this amendment was defeated,
30 senators did support it, which represents the high point of anti-preventive war sentiment in the
Senate proceedings. Once it was defeated, eight of these 30 senators ended up voting for the
original preventive war resolution.92 When we total the number of senators who spoke out
against preventive war in their floor speeches while voting for the use of force resolution (9) and
the additional senators who voted for the Durbin amendment and the use of force resolution (5),
while not double counting those who did both, we find that 14% of the Senate (18% of the
resolution’s supporters) voted for the resolution authorizing force while at some point expressing
disapproval or discomfort with the policy. In this context it is also important to note that 32% of
the resolution’s supporters (23% of the entire Senate) expressed at least in general terms their
great discomfort or reluctance in their positions because of the potential costs involved,
remaining uncertainty over the actual threat, and the unilateral use of force that may be
involved.93 The reasons cited to justify these apparent contradictions will be explored later.
Unlike in the House, the anti-preventive war perspective was not the dominant motive
cited by opponents of the resolution for their no vote. The practical costs of war in the absence
of imminent threat or a September 11 terror link was cited by 87% of opponents, while the
explicit rejection of preventive war was cited by 65% of opponents. This is the same number of
opponents who cited concerns over the lack of sufficient multilateral support for U.S. policy
toward Iraq (65%) as another objection to the resolution. [See figure 6 for the total distribution
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of Senate attitudes in favor of and opposition to the resolution authorizing the use of force
against Iraq.]
As in the House, the vast majority of opponents of the resolution are political liberals.94
83% of opponents are clear political liberals, while 13.5% fall just below the ADA score
threshold of 80 and another 13.5% are moderates on the liberal side of the scale.95 Every
political conservative in the Senate voted in favor of the resolution. Most surprising is that not
only did Senate liberals split on the question of war with Iraq, more liberals actually supported
than opposed the resolution authorizing the use of military force as well (21 yea, 19 nay).
Despite the misgivings some Senate liberals expressed about the preventive war strategy in the
debate, most liberals were willing to support the “ruthlessly realistic” policy of preventive war
against Iraq. If the liberal bloc in Congress is unlikely to remain consistently solid in opposition
to preventive war, it is hard to have confidence in the general argument about democracies not
being able to initiate it.
Why has the logic of preventive war against Iraq had such broad appeal with the
American Congress? What accounts for the absence of greater resistance to preventive war in
this case, based on either the costs involved or the normative dimensions of initiating an attack in
the absence of direct provocation or a more immediate threat? As one might suspect, the
terrorist attack of September 11 provides the dominant framework most members of Congress
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Figure 6. Frequency of Arguments For and Against War in the U.S. Senate,
% of All Members of the Senate
use to evaluate the level of threat facing the United States. This single event has dramatically
lowered the threshold of future risk and uncertainty most members are willing to tolerate without
taking some form of preventive military action. The content analysis of the debate in the House
of Representatives reveals that the terrorism concern is the single biggest factor cited by
individual members. 71% of those who supported the resolution authorizing force justified their
position by citing specifically the shock of September 11 and their determination to prevent
another such catastrophe, and/or a belief that Saddam Hussein has or could provide weapons of
mass destruction technology to terrorists. Members making the terrorist-related argument make
up a large plurality (47%) of all participants in the House debate [See figure 5]. This is
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significantly higher than the number of members opposing preventive war because there is no
imminent threat (28% of all participants in the debate). Interestingly, while 50% of the
resolution’s supporters cited concerns over Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction (WMD)
development as a justification for war, over half of these House members linked WMD to the
possibility of future terrorism, and only 24% cited WMD alone as sufficient cause for war (only
16% of all participants in the debate).
In the Senate we find the same general distribution of attitudes explaining support for the
resolution. A slightly larger majority cited concerns over Iraqi weapons of mass destruction
(72% of supporters participating in the debate, for 52% of the entire Senate) than made an
explicit September 11 or Iraqi terrorist link reference (68% of supporters in the debate, for 49%
of the entire Senate) to justify their positions. However, a large majority of senators citing the
WMD threat (65%) established a tight link between an enhanced Iraqi WMD capability,
particularly nuclear weapons, and the worst-case scenario that these weapons could be used in a
future terrorist attack against the United States.98 Importantly, more than twice as many senators
cited the WMD argument (52%) and the terror-link argument (49%) to explain their views on the
Iraq question as cited a normative anti-preventive war attitude (22%) [See figure 6].
These findings suggest that for members of Congress the most compelling reason leading
to support for war is not just the preventive logic of keeping Iraq from going through a power
shift by developing new weapons capabilities, but the meaning of this potential military
capability for future terrorist acts, a threat that is no longer considered conjectural since the
events of September 11. For those who make this link, war against Iraq is not merely based on
projections of possible future threats that remain highly uncertain, which might seem too distant
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to produce political momentum for war. Rightly or wrongly, war against Iraq is seen as part of
the war on terrorism, a very real threat that produced actual attack in the recent past.
Public Attitudes on Preventive War Against Iraq
Throughout 2002 and into 2003 a substantial amount of survey data has been collected on
public attitudes regarding various aspects of a potential preventive war against Iraq. The key
question for this paper, of course, is whether there is any recognizable normative resistance to
preventive war in general, and in the Iraq case specifically. It is important to note up front that
the legitimacy of fighting this war does matter to the American public; preventive war logic in
the abstract is problematic for most Americans. The public is sensitive to aspects of a possible
war that reflect on the legitimacy of fighting it, such as whether the U.S. has UN or allied
support, the degree and reliability of evidence available that Iraq is actually pursuing a nuclear
weapons capability, even the level of Iraqi civilian casualties. Despite sensitivity to these
legitimacy issues, there is no dominant, stable normative evaluation of preventive war as a
specific motive for using force. Like Congress, the public’s willingness to initiate preventive
war is highly context contingent, and it shifts substantially based on the demographic
characteristics of the individual and the context of the question asked. There is a strong
relationship between political ideology, political party and willingness to wage war on Iraq.
Willingness to initiate war in this case is also affected by age, education level, and race. Across
each demographic group we also find opinion shifting based on the level of U.S. casualties
assumed and the degree to which an individual believes there is a strong link between Iraq and
terrorism in general or the September 11 attack specifically. The most important conclusion
discussed below is that any general normative resistance to preventive war has been subsumed
by these concerns with future terrorism supported by an Iraqi regime in possession of weapons of
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mass destruction. The power transition argument alone does not generate substantial support for
war, but when linked to terrorism, all indicators show a surge of support for the logic of
preventive war.
As the debate over President Bush’s “preemption” policy intensified during the summer
of 2002, a substantial majority (63%) of the American public agreed that preemption was an
effective way to deal with rogue states like Iraq. However, when asked to choose between either
preemptive action or a deterrence policy to keep these regimes contained, the public
overwhelmingly chose deterrence (66%) over preemption (25%). The preference for deterrence
over preemption was consistent regardless of political party, ideology, gender, and age. In the
abstract, then, there is evidence to support the claim that the democratic public is reluctant to
fight preventive war when there is an effective alternative.99
Despite this preference for deterrence, we must immediately grapple with the fact that as
the Bush administration has pursued preventive war over deterrence in the case of Iraq, a
majority of the American public has consistently supported this policy. While the precise level
of support has fluctuated over time, support for the use of force to remove Saddam Hussein from
power has never fallen below 50% [see figure 7]. When we look closely at how support and
opposition to war break down among various demographic groups, it becomes apparent that
there is no overarching “democratic” attitude on the normative dimensions of fighting this type
of war. As in Congress, a strong predictor of support for preventive war in this case is political
ideology and party. As figure 8 shows, conservative Republicans favor war at much higher rates
than liberal Democrats, while liberal/moderate Republicans and conservative/moderate
Democrats fall consistently between these extremes. Figure 8 also shows that, again like in
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Congress, conservatives and Republicans are much more solid as a bloc in support of war than
liberals and Democrats are in opposition to war. So despite the ideological split on this question,
the pro-war position attracts enough liberal and moderate Democrats to provide majority support
for war in general terms.102
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It is important to look beyond this general support for the use of military force to oust
Saddam Hussein to examine whether the public is sensitive to particular aspects of the question
that reflect on mass willingness to initiate preventive war. Other survey results show that public
support is contingent on the expected costs of the war, on the level of allied support, and the
amount of evidence available to support the claims made about the actual threat. Public opinion
on each of these issues can be treated, to a degree, as an indicator of the public’s willingness to
engage in preventive war. One important variable that dramatically shifts support downward is
the casualty rate and other costs of fighting this particular war. Figure 9 shows the difference
between general support for using military force and support if the U.S. expects to suffer several
thousand casualties. When respondents were asked in an open-ended question
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Figure 9. The Effect of Casualties on Level of Support for Military Force Against Iraq103
why they oppose war with Iraq, military and civilian casualties was the leading reason (24%).
This was offered over two times more often than other reasons related to discomfort with
preventive war logic, such as “not enough proof/reasons not explained” to justify war (10%) and
“haven’t hurt us/no preemption justified” (9%).104 When asked how worried they were about
various potential consequences of war, chemical/biological attacks against American troops led
103

David W. Moore, “Majority of Americans Favor Attacking Iraq to Oust Saddam Hussein”; Gary Langer, “Broad
Support for ‘Last-Chance’ Plan,” ABCNEWS.com, September 15, 2002. Available at
http://www.abcnews.go.com/sections/ThisWeek DailyNews/Bush_iraq_poll020915.html; Pew Research Center,
“Bush Engages and Persuades Public on Iraq”; Pew Research Center, “Public Wants More Proof of Iraqi Weapons
Programs.”
104
Respondents were allowed three open-ended responses to this question. See Pew Research Center poll
“Americans Thinking About Iraq, But Focused on the Economy.”

50

the list, with many U.S. casualties close behind [see figure 10]. Surprisingly, 70% of
respondents expressed at least a “fair amount” of concern for Iraqi civilian casualties. This is
lower than all other reasons that more directly affect the United States, but the difference is not
by such a large margin to suggest that costs to the adversary are negligible compared to costs to
Americans. One the other hand, Mueller has shown that in past military conflicts Americans
respond in similar ways when asked about the enemy’s civilian casualties, yet in practice the
level of civilian casualties did not affect the level of support for the war or a particular strategy
being pursued.
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Figure 10. Worries About War With Iraq105
The data on falling support for war under conditions of high casualties is clearly
consistent with the first reason Schweller provides to explain why democracies have not initiated
preventive war. American citizens are consistently expressing added reluctance to initiate a
conflict with Iraq with this condition specified. While consistent with Schweller’s argument,
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casualty aversion is a poor indicator of how the American public thinks about preventive war as
a distinct motive for using military force and whether it is justified. Reluctance to accept high
casualties is certainly not limited to preventive war cases; it may prove to be an impediment in
other types of conflicts as well.106 As a result, these figures alone fail to support the claim that a
democratic citizenry is reluctant to fight preventive war because it is preventive in character.
A better indicator (though clearly an imperfect one) that the American public cares about
the legitimacy of using military force under preventive war conditions are attitudes on launching
an attack on Iraq without allied or UN backing. The absence of international support is the
condition that most dramatically and consistently pushes support for war downward, even more
than high casualties do [See figure 11]. One political scientist explains these
Aug ’02

Approval of Military
Force if Allies
Support
Approval of Military
Force if Allies Do
Not Support

Sept ’02 Oct ’02

Jan ‘03

64%

64%

55%

68%

30%

33%

27%

26%

Figure 11. Changing Approval for War if Allies Do Not Support107
results this way: “When people hear that others support going to war, it becomes a reason to
favor it. And when they hear that others are opposed they question whether it’s the right thing to
do.”108 With the data available, however, it is hard to confirm this interpretation. While survey
research on this question establishes that Americans care about international support, no study
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has asked why Americans put such stock in it. It may be seen as a burden-sharing issue by some
respondents, which would impact the overall costs of prosecuting the war. Or, it could cause
Americans to question whether using military force is a legitimate way to handle this particular
problem. Even if we confirm that Americans see international backing as an indicator of the
normative legitimacy of using military force, it is still difficult to distinguish this attitude in
preventive war situations from other cases involving military force. In the Gulf War, for
example, when the United States was responding to an Iraqi military initiative and not engaged
in preventive war, public support for war hovered around 37% until the UN Security Council
approved the use of force to remove Iraq from Kuwait. Once the UN passed this resolution,
consistent majorities in subsequent polls supported war.109 In summary, neither casualty
aversion nor a desire for international backing distinguishes preventive war from other situations
involving the use of force.
From the survey data on the current Iraq case, the best indicator we have of public
sensitivity to the legitimacy of launching a preventive war involves the amount of evidence
available on how far the Iraqis have actually progressed toward developing weapons of mass
destruction. Support for war reaches its highest level under scenarios in which the UN obtains
solid evidence that Iraq has WMD. In other words, the public provides its strongest support for
using military force when it is determined that the Iraqi power shift is well under way, and
military force is to be used to prevent further Iraqi progress. Under this condition, the public
approves of the logic of preventive war to address the problem. As the evidence of an actual
power shift becomes more remote, however, public support for preventive war drops sharply [see
figure 12]. These data suggest that the American public is willing to engage in preventive war
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when the danger appears more concrete, but are increasingly reluctant when the danger appears
more remote or speculative.
While concern over WMD does have an impact on public willingness to support
preventive war, the single best explanation for support is the fear of an Iraqi link to terrorism and
a future September 11-type attack with WMD. Generic arguments about the need to prevent Iraq
from obtaining WMD do not have nearly the same resonance in the abstract as they do when put
in the context of WMD use by terrorists with Iraqi assistance. As discussed previously, this is
the same rationale driving most support for war within Congress.
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Figure 12. Changing Support for War Based on Evidence of Iraqi Power Shift110
The best evidence to support this claim comes from a multiple regression analysis
conducted by the Pew Research Center that examined how much influence various aspects of the
crisis have on whether an individual supports or opposes war. The two most important
determinants of an individual’s position are whether or not he or she believes that “Saddam
helped 9/11 terrorists” and if a war against Iraq would “help or hurt the war on terrorism.” These
two terrorism related questions had a much greater impact on attitudes toward war than whether
110
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an individual believes Iraq has nuclear weapons or how many casualties an individual expects
the United States to suffer.111 Among supporters of war we find a full 86% sharing the belief
that Iraq is close to or already has nuclear weapons. While this number is significant, it is
important to note that among opponents of war a full 70% also believe Iraq is close to or has
nuclear weapons. Despite the large percentage of opponents sharing this view on Iraqi WMD,
they obviously do not consider this a good enough reason to launch a preventive war. While
beliefs about WMD are a weak discriminator between supporters and opponents of war with
Iraq, beliefs about Iraq’s involvement in terrorism are a strong discriminator. 79% of supporters
of war believe Saddam Hussein had a role in the September 11 attack, while only 13% of
supporters believe he did not. In contrast, opponents of war split evenly on this question, with
42% believing Hussein was involved and 41% believing he was not. Furthermore, while 52% of
the general public believes war with Iraq will help the war on terrorism, this attitude splits
sharply between supporters and opponents of war. Over three times as many supporters (67%)
as opponents (21%) believe it will help the war on terrorism.112 When supporters of war were
asked in an open-ended question to explain their reasons for this position, nearly three times as
many people noted fears of an Iraqi terrorism link (30%) than concerns with Iraqi nuclear,
chemical or biological weapons (13%) as their leading reason.113 Recent surveys also show that
the higher an individual rates his or her concern about future terrorism, the higher their support
for war with Iraq. In a September 2002 poll, 78% of those who said they were “very worried”
about future terrorist attacks against the United States also supported war against states
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developing nuclear weapons.114 In December 2002 this number was a bit lower, with 71% of
those saying they were “very worried” about future terrorism also expressing support for war,
while 54% expressing “little concern” with future terrorism supported war.115
Conclusion
The question addressed in this paper – can democracies initiate preventive war – emerged
most forcefully in the specific historical context of the early Cold War. Despite the magnitude of
the potential Soviet threat and the tremendous danger created by Soviet acquisition of nuclear
weapons, preventive war was rejected outright by most foreign policy makers and analysts.
Extrapolation from the decisions made during this one time period, and the absence of preventive
war by any other democracy, has been the basis for the general theoretical claim that preventive
war is something that a democracy is incapable of launching. It is difficult to generalize,
however, from American behavior in this time period for the simple reason that an American
initiated preventive war against the USSR would not only be an unprovoked war, it would inflict
a horrendous level of guaranteed casualties on innocent Soviet citizens. From this period we
would be on safe ground to claim that democracies will not initiate a nuclear preventive war.
This generalization, of course, fails to exhaust the range of more likely scenarios in which a
democracy might initiate a conventional preventive war. In fact, statistically there is nothing
significant about the absence of nuclear preventive war by a democracy because there has never
been a case of nuclear preventive war by a non-democracy either. While observers such as
Henry Kissinger, Bernard Brodie, John Foster Dulles, and Hans Morgenthau may not have
distinguished between a preventive war based on nuclear or conventional weapons, it is
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impossible to remove their conclusions about democracy and preventive war from the nuclear
context.
When we move beyond the early Cold War case, the general argument about democracies
being incapable of initiating preventive war loses it potency. The evidence from the Iraq case
shows there is no absolute normative standard against preventive war in the United States. This
is not to say that American political leaders and the general public are readily willing to accept
the “ruthlessly realistic” logic of preventive war. The data presented in this paper show that
Americans are sensitive to both its costs and normative legitimacy. Support for war in this case
falls markedly under conditions of high casualties, when the United States is unable to convince
allied states or the UN to sanction the use of force, and when the evidence of an actual power
shift by the adversary is murky. These conditions do matter as Americans consider whether this
is a war the United States should take on, and could conceivably form the basis for strong
opposition in Congress and the public under the right circumstances. In other words, we can
reject the null hypothesis that there is no relationship between democracy and the initiation of
preventive war. In the abstract we find that Americans do not like the idea of preventive war,
and that the speculative nature of assessing the threat and the difficulty of accepting near-term
costs in exchange for projections of long-term costs will remain a hurdle any American president
must mount to initiate military conflict in this type of case. But whether these concerns over
casualties, international backing or evidence of future risks will actually impede a president
determined to initiate preventive war is highly contingent on the context of a specific case.
In the Iraq case we find that the shock of the September 11 terror attack has made
preventive war possible politically. This was confirmed by the content of the Congressional
debate on war with Iraq as well as survey data on American attitudes regarding war. Americans
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in large numbers are concerned about Iraqi weapons of mass destruction and the power shift the
Bush administration has argued is underway. Action to halt this power shift, as unclear as it may
be, is the essence of preventive war logic. It is important to make clear, however, that fear of
such a power shift only has real resonance with Americans when linked to future terrorism. This
single event has produced a sense of vulnerability that makes worst-case scenarios of a possible
Iraq-terrorist link concrete, and for a majority of Americans this understanding of the threat is
concrete enough to justify preventive war normatively and in terms of the near-terms costs
entailed. Despite remaining misgivings in the United States about war, the post-September 11
context has lowered the threshold on justifying preventive war far enough to give President Bush
strong Congressional backing and consistent public approval for the general policy of using
military force to disarm Iraq and remove Saddam Hussein from power. In terms of domestic
politics, there are no restraints on the president’s drive toward preventive war with Iraq.
Preventive war in this case would be unprecedented for both American foreign policy and
international relations theory on democracy and war, but this does not mean that it will set a
precedent easily repeated in the future. America’s long-running military engagement with Iraq,
combined with the September 11 attack and the plausibility of an Iraq-terror connection, have
produced a case uniquely suited for a democracy to overcome what practical and normative
resistance there might be to initiating preventive war. The broader question remains as to the
duration of the 9/11 shock. Has this one event permanently altered how Americans think about
the legitimacy of using military force? Has it emboldened Americans to be less risk averse and
to more readily accept the range of costs that inevitably accompany war? While the data on
Congressional and public attitudes in the Iraq case present a mixed picture on Americans’
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willingness to engage in preventive war, this fact alone suggests that all concerns about
preventive war have not been swept away by recent events.
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