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Abstract of Dissertation 
 
 

Should We Intervene? How What Leaders Know They Don’t Know Shapes the 
Military Interventions They Choose 

 
Does leaders’ level of uncertainty shape their support for military intervention? 

For example, when uncertain about their adversary’s intentions, are leaders more likely to 

assume the worst and intervene or hesitate until they can obtain more confident 

estimates? Do they favor an intervention that maximizes their expected payoffs but is 

based on ambiguous information, or a status quo that offers lower but more certain 

payoffs? When does confidence in estimates matter, and how? 

My dissertation explores the causal impact of experienced uncertainty—decision-

makers’ incomplete confidence in their estimates—on military intervention preferences 

and choices. An extensive literature already addresses the role of uncertainty as a 

necessary condition for conflict, shaping the baseline likelihood of conflict as well as the 

process of arriving at a decision. Yet, with few exceptions, scholars have generally 

assumed that the experience of uncertainty has little direct bearing, and certainly no 

systematic impact, on decision-makers’ intervention preferences and choices.  

Building on an emerging security and multidisciplinary literature, my dissertation 

makes four main theoretical claims. First, experienced uncertainty directly shapes 

military intervention preferences and choices. Second, this impact is systematic, 

transcending actor attributes and context-specific features. Third, experienced 

uncertainty’s impact on intervention choices depends on its level and type: High levels of 

uncertainty rooted in probabilities—ambiguity—favor non-intervention; uncertainty 



 

viii 
 

rooted in the range of possible outcomes and their payoffs—fundamental uncertainty—

favors intervention. I show that each type of uncertainty generates mutually-reinforcing 

rational, bureaucratic, political, and cognitive pressures that collectively point toward 

particular choices. Fourth and finally, state leaders may recognize the impact of 

experienced uncertainty on others, and try to manipulate it strategically to their 

advantage. The challenge they face is that, if they misdiagnose the type of uncertainty 

their adversary experiences, they may hasten the very outcome they wish to avert. 

To explore the impact of experienced uncertainty as a causal variable, I employ a 

small-N, comparative case study approach. Empirical chapters analyze a series of recent 

and high visibility cases—U.S. decision-making with respect to potential intervention in 

Iraq (1991-2003), Iran (1979-2013), and Syria (2007), and Israeli decision-making with 

respect to Iran (2006-2013), Lebanon (2000-2006), and Syria (2007). These case studies 

demonstrate the importance of experienced uncertainty as a causal variable and highlight 

a range of useful and sometimes counterintuitive implications for foreign policy and 

military strategy.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

The Ides of March 1938 were one of Europe’s darkest hours. Germany had just 

concluded the Austrian Anschluss, and an emboldened Hitler was already agitating on 

Czechoslovakia’s doorstep. The specter of another Great War in Europe, once thought 

impossible, had returned. Back in London, British Foreign Minister Lord Halifax explained 

to his colleagues why he did not yet believe the situation warranted putting His Majesty’s 

Armed Forces on a war footing:  

 

It may well be true that Germany’s superiority in arms may be greater a year or two 

hence than it is now, but this is not a good argument for risking disaster now. The 

ground upon which it is sought to justify the undoubted risk which we should be 

assuming, is that unless we make a stand now Germany will march uninterruptedly to 

hegemony in Europe, which will be but a first step towards a deliberate challenge to 

the British Empire. There is much force in this argument and yet it may well be based 

upon a more confident prediction of future events than the experience of history will 

support. Who is to say what the future holds? […] It cannot be contended that the future 

is not black, but there is at least an element of uncertainty in the diagnosis, and on the 

strength of that uncertainty we might at least refrain from embarking on the more 

hazardous courses” (quoted in Middlemas 1972, 186–187).  

 

Thanks to decades of research, the once prevailing view of an utterly naïve British 

government failing to realize Hitler’s ambitions has been fairly thoroughly debunked (Beck 
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1989). We know, for example, that British leaders were deeply concerned about Hitler’s 

advances; that they fretted over their military’s inferiority and the potential disintegration 

of their empire in the event of war (Middlemas 1972; Post 1988); that appeasement was 

motivated in large part by a desire to buy time in order to acquire the capabilities needed 

to deter or defeat the German military (Ripsman and Levy 2008).  

Yet Halifax’s memo raises another important concern: uncertainty. Yes, he 

acknowledged, Hitler’s Germany was a serious threat; yes, the worst was yet possible. But 

history provided no map, no way to frame a novel situation. Advocates of an assertive 

military strategy were not merely overestimating the likelihood of the worst-case scenario, 

according to Halifax; they were excessively confident in their predictions given what “the 

experience of history will support.”1 “On the strength of that uncertainty,” he deemed 

against a military course.  

Halifax’s argument and many like it throughout the history of military intervention 

raise important questions: Does leaders’ level of uncertainty shape their support for 

military intervention? For example, when uncertain about their adversary’s intentions, are 

they more likely to assume the worst and intervene or hesitate until they can obtain more 

confident estimates? Do they favor an intervention that maximizes their expected payoffs 

but is based on ambiguous information, or a status quo that offers lower but more certain 

payoffs? When does confidence in estimates matter, and how? 

                                                
1 Note that Halifax’s argument was not primary that the true likelihood of the worse-case scenario was 
significantly lower than estimated by appeasement’s opponents. Instead, he primarily challenged their ability 
to assign a probability in the first place.  
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1.1 The Uncertainty Problem 

If there is just one conventional wisdom in a field as theoretically diverse as 

International Relations (IR), then surely it is this: high levels of uncertainty are among the 

defining features of the international system. Uncertainty looms large in most prevailing 

explanations of military conflict. Much of the security literature has been dedicated to 

studying how states and their leaders strive to reduce uncertainty about the intentions, 

capabilities, and resolve of others. Scholars have analyzed, for example, the roles of 

alliances, institutions, intelligence analysis, signaling, historical analogies, operational 

codes, causal beliefs, norms, decision schemas and heuristics, and decision group dynamics 

in reducing uncertainty about military intervention choices (see, for example, George 1969; 

Jervis 1970; Janis 1972; Allison and Halperin 1972; Axelrod and Keohane 1985; Walt 

1987; Wendt 1992; Khong 1992; Goldstein and Keohane 1993b; Larson 1994; Signorino 

1996; Fearon 1997; Herrmann et al. 1997; Koremenos, Lipson, and Snidal 2001; Edelstein 

2002; George and Stern 2002; Sagan and Suri 2003; Mintz 2004; Checkel 2005; Jervis 

2006 & 2011; Saunders 2011; Fingar 2011; Yarhi-Milo 2014; Horowitz, Poast, and Stam 

2015).  

It is therefore surprising that the impact of a key corollary of high uncertainty—low 

decision-maker confidence in utility estimates—has remained relatively neglected (Bas 

and Schub 2014; Kaplow and Gartzke 2015). In order to make an informed decision, 

leaders must reconcile many important but often lacking, complex, or contradictory pieces 

of information. How accurate and comprehensive is the information they possess? What 
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are the intentions, capabilities, and resolve of the adversary? What options are available? 

What are the possible outcomes of each option? How likely is each outcome? What are the 

net payoffs of each outcome? How well will their subordinates implement their preferred 

option? How will adversaries respond? How will domestic actors react, including 

politicians, the news media, and the general public? What will be the reaction of third-party 

international actors? What of the countless unpredictable forces that could impact 

success—fluctuations in currencies and commodity prices, droughts and humanitarian 

disasters, leadership changes, the emergence of new actors and technologies, as well as 

others? 

Especially when states consider military intervention, answering such questions with 

any degree of precision may be difficult. The historical record is often too bare to determine 

the range of possible outcomes or to create reliable probability distributions. Adversaries 

have incentives to hide and misrepresent their private information, and intelligence and 

signaling are not always successful sorting out truth from fiction. There is also the shadow 

of the future, confounding the keenest of observers: “Violence, especially war, is a 

confused and uncertain activity, highly unpredictable, depending on decisions made by 

fallible human beings organized into imperfect governments, depending on fallible 

communications and warning systems and on the untested performance of people and 

equipment” (Schelling 1966, 93). Even if leaders feel personally comfortable with their 

level of uncertainty, they must still contend with uncertainty’s effects on others—other 

decision-makers, politicians, the media, the public, and international actors.  
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Taking all of these considerations into account, perfectly rational decision-makers 

should frequently find it difficult to determine with confidence whether intervention is any 

better than non-intervention. If decision-makers cannot reduce uncertainty sufficiently, 

they face indeterminacy. If the cost-benefit calculation is indeterminate, we as observers 

cannot fully explain their ultimate choice (Elster 2009, 39–40; Gartzke 1999). Hence the 

uncertainty problem. Facing indeterminacy, the most scholars and analysts can hope to 

demonstrate is that their explanatory variable led decision-makers to seriously consider a 

given alternative. But if asked to explain how decision-makers ultimately got over the 

edge—why they eventually chose to intervene or not to intervene—we ought, if we are 

intellectually honest, to throw our hands up in despair.  

 Unless, that is, there is something systematic about how decision-makers respond to 

indeterminacy that leads them away from or toward military intervention. Fortunately, as 

I argue below, this appears to be the case.  

 

1.2 Overview of the Argument 

This dissertation is dedicated to exploring the direct causal impact of experienced 

uncertainty on decision-makers’ military intervention preferences and choices. I define 

experienced uncertainty as decision-makers’ incomplete confidence in their estimates (for 

a more detailed discussion, see Section 1.3.2 below). An extensive literature already 

addresses the role of uncertainty as a necessary condition for conflict, shaping the baseline 

likelihood of conflict and the process of arriving at a decision. Yet it has generally assumed 

that the realization of uncertainty by decision-makers has little direct bearing—and 
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certainly no systematic impact—on intervention preferences and choices (Gartzke 1999; 

Mitzen and Schweller 2011).  

Over the past decade, a growing number of rationalist and non-rationalist scholars alike 

have begun exploring the possibility that experienced uncertainty may, in fact, directly 

shape international security decision-making (Mitzen 2006; Imlay and Toft 2006; 

Widmaier, Blyth, and Seabrooke 2007; Meirowitz and Sartori 2008; Leffler and Legro 

2011; Mitzen and Schweller 2011; Rider 2013; Bas and Schub 2014; Debs and Monteiro 

2014; Schub 2015; Kaplow and Gartzke 2015). This trend has been partly led and partly 

mirrored by a similar evolution in International Political Economy (IPE) (e.g., Blyth 2002; 

Nelson and Katzenstein 2014). The security literature on experienced uncertainty is still in 

its infancy and has not, to date, yielded a systematic account of experienced uncertainty as 

a causal variable. By comparison, a voluminous literature has developed in decision-

theory, economics, psychology, and increasingly neurology exploring the issue, and it 

contributes valuable insights for my argument below. Building on these foundations, this 

study brings together disparate strands of the literature on experienced uncertainty into a 

unified framework for understanding, analyzing, and predicting military intervention 

preferences and choices. In so doing, it aims to provide a more nuanced theoretical 

argument that could enable scholars to draw a large number of useful and sometimes 

counterintuitive implications for analysis and further exploration.  

Based on a multidisciplinary investigation, I make four main theoretical claims. First, 

experienced uncertainty directly shapes military intervention preferences and choices. 

High levels of experienced uncertainty have the power to substantively and systematically 
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shape actors’ preferences for certain kinds of action. Much of this basic insight can be 

readily accommodated by the standard rationalist approach to international security—it 

simply has not been to date. Second, uncertainty’s impact is systematic, transcending actor 

attributes and context-specific features. In other words, although experienced uncertainty 

is not always the most important variable, and though leaders may have differential 

responses to uncertainty, knowing the level and type of uncertainty leaders face is still 

useful for explaining and predicting their choices. Third, experienced uncertainty’s impact 

on intervention choices depends on its level and type: High levels of uncertainty rooted in 

probabilities—ambiguity—favor non-intervention; uncertainty rooted in the range of 

possible outcomes and their payoffs—fundamental uncertainty—favors intervention.2 

Each type of uncertainty generates mutually-reinforcing rational, bureaucratic, political, 

and cognitive pressures that collectively point toward particular choices. Fourth and finally, 

state leaders may recognize the impact of experienced uncertainty on other states and try 

to manipulate it strategically to their advantage. The challenge they face is that, if they 

misdiagnose the type of uncertainty their adversary experiences, they may hasten the very 

outcome they wish to avert. 

To identify and explore the impact of experienced uncertainty as a causal variable, I 

rely on a small-N, comparative case study approach, modeled after similar theory-driven 

dissertations (e.g., Khong 1987). Empirical chapters analyze a series of recent and high 

visibility cases—U.S. decision-making with respect to potential intervention in Iraq (1991-

2003), Iran (1979-2013), and Syria (2007), and Israeli decision-making with respect to Iran 

                                                
2 Similar distinction and definitions are offered by Mitzen and Schweller (2011). For a more comprehensive 
discussion, see Section 1.5.  
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(2006-2013), Lebanon (2000-2006), and Syria (2007). These case studies demonstrate the 

importance of experienced uncertainty as a causal variable. 

In the following sections, I begin by discussing my definitions of military intervention 

and experienced uncertainty. I then examine existing approaches to experienced 

uncertainty in military interventions, briefly describe the causal mechanism underpinning 

my argument, and explain the research methodology guiding the empirical chapters. The 

theoretical argument is developed more fully in Chapter 2.  

 

1.3 Definitions   

1.3.1 Dependent Variable: Military Intervention 

Consistent with conventional definitions, I define military intervention as the deliberate 

use of coercive military force by a state in the territory of another state (e.g., Vertzberger 

1998; Atkinson 2006; Pickering and Kisangani 2009). The choice whether to intervene is 

treated here as a binary variable, taking the value of 0 when leaders decline intervention, 

and 1 when they choose to intervene militarily. This definition is deliberately expansive. 

Rather than impose arbitrary thresholds, such as minimal force deployment or duration, the 

scope of intervention remains something to be explained.3 Consequently, large-scale 

military operations relying primarily on aerial operations and limited ground forces can 

constitute a military intervention according to my definition even if they do not include 

thousands of boots on the ground, provided they meet other parts of my definition. At the 

                                                
3 For a similar argument albeit with somewhat less expansive definitions, see Finnemore (2003) and Saunders 
(2011). 
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same time, this definition excludes trivial force deployments through the term “coercive,” 

and unsanctioned border incursions by military units through the term “deliberate.”  

Because interventions are most likely to be considered in the case of enduring rivalries 

(Goertz and Diehl 1992), a special case is made for situations in which the potential 

intervener already has an ongoing or routine low-level retaliatory response. For example, 

a state might develop a standard operating procedure for retaliating after cross-border 

attacks, as in the case of Israel and Gaza in recent years, or India and Pakistan during much 

of the 1980s and 90s. Alternatively, a state might have an ongoing troop deployment in 

part of the adversary’s territory, as was the case with the United States in Iraq prior to 2003. 

In these situations, I regard the deployment of coercive military force falling within 

existing parameters as constituting part of the ongoing intervention, rather than a new 

instance. By this standard, for example, the 1998 U.S. Operation Desert Fox in Iraq, a 72-

hour bombing campaign, is not considered a new intervention because the operation was 

largely within the parameters of previous U.S. activities in Iraq since 1991. By contrast, a 

significant escalation in the deployment or use of coercive military force in the target state 

is considered a new intervention. I therefore treat the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq as a new 

intervention, even though the United States already had forces deployed in Iraq’s northern 

Kurdish region and U.S. aircraft had been flying in Iraqi skies since 1991. For this reason, 

I generally refer below to a state’s “intervention policy” in the target state instead of 

assuming that the state’s status quo policy is non-intervention.  
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1.3.2 Independent Variable: Experienced Uncertainty 

Although definitions vary considerably (Rathbun 2007), uncertainty is widely 

understood in IR and the social sciences more broadly to mean “situations in which 

probabilities are neither known, nor can they be deduced, calculated, or estimated in an 

objective way” (Gilboa, Postlewaite, and Schmeidler 2008, 173).4 This definition follows 

a conventional distinction between “risk” and “uncertainty” that traces back to the 

cotemporaneous works by the economists Frank Knight and John Maynard Keynes (Knight 

1921; Keynes 1921). Knight distinguished between risk as the “measureable probabilities” 

of future events, and uncertainty, which concerns aspects of a decision that are 

“unmeasureable” (Knight 1921, 19–21). For example, when actors know that the likelihood 

of Outcome A is 80 percent and Outcome B is 20 percent, they are in the realm of risk. 

When it is impossible to place objective estimates on decision factors, they are in the realm 

of uncertainty. Hence, Keynes observed:  

 

By ‘uncertain’ knowledge, let me explain, I do not mean merely to distinguish what is 

known for certain from what is only probable. The game of roulette is not subject, in 

this sense, to uncertainty. [...] Even the weather is only moderately uncertain. The sense 

in which I am using the term is that in which the prospect of a European war is 

uncertain, or the price of copper and the rate of interest twenty years hence, or the 

                                                
4 Thus, according to De Mesquita, uncertainty “refers to times when decisions must be made even though 
objective probability values attached to alternative outcomes are unknown” (1980, 918); Morrow notes that, 
“according to decision theory, uncertainty is defined as a situation where objective probabilities of future 
events do not exist. Because the probabilities of uncertain facets of a decision are unknown, the actors cannot 
know the consequences of each action available to them when they must choose” (1989, 944). 
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obsolescence of a new invention. [...] About these matters there is no scientific basis 

on which to form any calculable probability whatever. We simply do not know (Keynes 

1936, 212–213).5  

 

Using this standard understanding of uncertainty as a baseline, I define experienced 

uncertainty as decision-makers’ incomplete confidence in their estimates, and more 

specifically in their estimates of possible future outcomes and their probability 

distributions.  

This definition modifies the common definition in two ways. First, although the 

common definition explicitly includes objective and subjective dimensions, it tends to 

emphasize the former.6 The objective dimension is captured by the reference to the 

“situation.” An external observer can objectively assess a situation as one of uncertainty if 

one or more actors do not know and cannot deduce objective probabilities—otherwise, they 

would just obtain them and there would be no uncertainty, only risk. The subjective (or 

experienced) dimension is reflected in the common definition by the verbs: “known,” 

“deduced,” “calculated,” and “estimated.” For a situation to be defined as one of 

uncertainty according to the common definition, actors must be aware that they cannot 

estimate objective probabilities. Therefore, in defining experienced uncertainty as 

                                                
5 In the sentence immediately following this, Keynes proceeded to articulate the classical rationalist approach: 
“Nevertheless, the necessity for action and for decision compels us as practical men to do our best to overlook 
this awkward fact and to behave exactly as we should if we had behind us a good Benthamite calculation of 
a series of prospective advantages and disadvantages, each multiplied by its appropriate probability, waiting 
to be summed.” 
6 To reiterate, by “subjective” I mean only that actors are aware of their lack of knowledge, much as they are 
in subjective expected utility theory.  
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incomplete confidence, my definition emphasizes the latter, subjective dimension: actors’ 

awareness that they are in a situation in which objective probabilities are unknown. 

Experienced uncertainty is a way of referring to the realization of ignorance, or, to draw 

on a famous quote by former Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, the recognition that 

one faces “known unknowns” or “unknown unknowns.”  

I depart somewhat farther from the common understanding of uncertainty by including 

incomplete confidence about estimates of outcomes alongside probability distributions. 

Estimates of outcomes consist of two components: (1) the range of possible outcomes for 

each alternative course of action, and (2) their payoffs. I believe that this departure is 

justified on both conceptual and theoretical grounds. Conceptually, my attention to 

outcomes is fully consistent with Knight’s original discussion of uncertainty. Knight was 

in fact primarily concerned with the inability of economic agents to classify all possible 

outcomes, and less with the difficulty establishing the probabilities of future events 

(Langlois and Cosgel 1993). In discussing uncertainty, Blyth thus defines “Knightian 

uncertainty” as situations in which “agents are unsure as to what their interests actually are, 

let alone how to realize them” (Blyth 2002). It was only later that economists and, 

subsequently, IR scholars, focused their attention on the probabilistic source of uncertainty. 

From a theoretical standpoint, the possibility that there would be uncertainty about the 

range and value of possible future outcomes does not contradict the main traditions in the 

international security literature. Rationalists, for example, make no argument that the range 

and value of outcomes are always well-known to actors (Fearon and Wendt 2002, 53). 

Instead, they embrace it as a simplifying assumption stemming from the Savage axioms, 
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which underpin their approach.7 I argue below that this is a reasonable and useful 

assumption much of the time, but that in many military intervention settings it can be 

unreasonable and unhelpful. Meanwhile, constructivists and cognitivist scholars openly 

embrace uncertainty about estimates of outcomes since, to them, the construction of 

choices is at least as important as the decision-making process itself. I therefore find it both 

reasonable and productive to include outcomes alongside probability distributions as 

possible sources of uncertainty.  

Although the primary unit of analysis for my exploration is state leaders, the influences 

of experienced uncertainty that I identify below extend to their circle of senior decision-

makers and beyond. By affecting these broader circles, I maintain that experienced 

uncertainty further structures leaders’ choice set and likelihood of intervening militarily. 

State leaders are thus influenced by experienced uncertainty twice: first as decision-makers 

who may recognize that they lack important information, and again by being subject to the 

responses of others to uncertainty. Therefore, even as leaders are the primary unit of 

analysis for this project, considerable attention is spent on analyzing how experienced 

uncertainty shapes the preferences of wider circles.       

 

 

                                                
7 Specifically, the Savage axioms posit that actors must be able to form complete and transitive preferences. 
High levels of uncertainty about potential outcomes can undermine this assumption since, when actors cannot 
identify the range of possible outcomes or their value, it can become difficult for them to form complete 
preferences and they may end up indifferent too frequently to keep the theory useful. For a discussion, see 
Binmore (2007) and Gilboa, Postlewaite, and Schmeidler (2009).     
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1.4 Existing Approaches to Experienced Uncertainty in Military Intervention    

In the scholarship on military intervention, one can identify three principal responses 

to the question of how experienced uncertainty affects intervention decisions. These 

responses seemingly cover the entire spectrum of possibilities, from those who argue that 

experienced uncertainty has no direct systematic effect on the likelihood of intervention to 

those who maintain that it has a positive or a negative effect.  

 

1.4.1 The Null: Strengths and Limitations of the Standard Rationalist Approach 

The standard rationalist approach to military intervention is based on subjective 

expected utility (SEU) theory (De Mesquita 1980; Morrow 1989). 8 The approach generally 

views state decision-makers as maximizing the expected payoffs to the state (or to them 

personally, in some models) given uncertain future outcomes. Uncertainty stems from 

information gaps about the future choices of other strategic actors, their capabilities, 

intentions, and resolve (Fearon 1995). Subjectivity in the SEU sense means that agents 

have imperfect information and must engage in cost-benefit calculations within this 

constraint. Different actors may have different preferences and different information sets, 

and may therefore reason to different choices. Still, the process through which they make 

their calculations is entirely objective based on the information they have. As Fearon 

observes, “given identical information, truly rational agents should reason to the same 

conclusions about the probability of one uncertain outcome or another” (Fearon 1995, 392). 

                                                
8 I call this approach “standard” because it represents the most common rationalist approach but not the only 
one; there are other rationalist arguments that do not embrace core SEU assumptions quite as faithfully.  
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Furthermore, “over time, subjective probability estimates should converge on objective 

probabilities” (Nelson and Katzenstein 2014, 365). 

Uncertainty figures prominently in theories of military intervention that derive their 

core logic from this standard rationalist approach. In rationalist bargaining models of war, 

states are assumed to have incentives to withhold and misrepresent information about their 

own resolve and capabilities. These generate miscalculations that can result in war (Jervis 

1978; Fearon 1995). To prevent miscalculations, states may undertake a range of 

uncertainty-reduction activities: gathering intelligence, creating alliances, joining 

institutions, emphasizing the defensive nature of military procurements, mobilizing troops, 

using domestic politics to tie their hands, drawing on historical analogies, and so on (e.g., 

Axelrod and Keohane 1985; Walt 1987; Khong 1992; Fearon 1997; Glaser 1997; Leeds 

2003; Fingar 2011; Horowitz, Poast, and Stam 2015). Still, even if a state’s intentions are 

benign, due to others’ uncertainty about the state’s own current or future intentions, states 

may find it difficult to communicate effectively and to arrive at an equilibrium that serves 

both sides better than war (A. Smith and Stam 2004). Ultimately, distrust that cannot be 

allayed and the fear of an imminent attack may lead either state to conclude that it would 

be better off taking military action than pursuing compromise.  

Despite its centrality, uncertainty functions in these rationalist accounts primarily as a 

necessary background condition, setting the stage for the possibility of conflict (Gartzke 

1999). It enables miscalculations and distrust, which may in turn lead to military action. It 

does not, however, directly cause intervention in a meaningful way. Miscalculations caused 

by uncertainty can be conducive to peace just as they are to war (Kim and de Mesquita 
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1995). Furthermore, as Glaser observes, “uncertainty about motives also creates powerful 

reasons for states to cooperate. […] Even if cooperation leaves the adversary's uncertainty 

about a state’s motives unchanged, cooperation is valuable if it reduces the adversary's 

insecurity by reducing the military threat it faces. Moreover, cooperation is valuable if it 

can reduce the adversary’s uncertainty, convincing it that the first state is motivated more 

by insecurity than by greed […]” (1994, 59–60). In standard rationalist accounts, 

intervention is caused by those factors that lead states to believe that war is preferable to 

compromise, such as estimates of the threat posed by the adversary, the adversary’s type, 

whether it can be deterred, the expected costs of war, the costs of inaction, the expected 

benefits, and so on.  

Uncertainty as experienced by state leaders, on the other hand, has received limited 

attention from rationalists. This is partly because rationalists prefer to address situations 

from a strategic interaction vantage point, rather than from a decision-making perspective. 

More broadly, rationalists view questions of confidence in estimates as pertinent only to 

the extent that leaders and states can incorporate them into their probability distributions 

(Morrow 1994). For example, decision-makers can grant greater weight to probability 

distributions obtained more rigorously or, if they are risk-averse, render estimates based on 

the worst-case distribution. Once they obtain their estimates, however, incomplete 

confidence about expected utility estimates is irrelevant. No matter how complex the 

situation or how poor the information, the standard rationalist approach expects leaders as 

rational actors to settle on the best possible estimates and act on them as if they are rational 

and confident (Fearon and Wendt 2002). Given identical preferences, options, and 

estimates, the leader who based her calculation on plentiful information is expected to 
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choose just like the leader who was forced to rely on educated guesses. Incomplete 

confidence in estimates does not make leaders systematically more or less inclined to 

choose military intervention. This approach therefore constitutes the null. 

This treatment of experienced uncertainty is deeply problematic in the case of military 

interventions. To help explain why, it is worthwhile to briefly recognize where the standard 

rationalist approach is of value in the study of military intervention. First, it is a very 

effective hypothesis generator. Using a relatively small set of assumptions, theorists can 

deduce a host of testable hypotheses about conditions that increase or decrease the 

likelihood of intervention. These hypotheses can then be tested in quantitative models to 

assess their substantive and statistical significance. Second, the standard rationalist 

approach can efficiently explain why broad categories of state-dyads never reach conflict 

(Gartzke 1999). For example, when actors expect minimal benefits or prohibitive costs as 

a result of intervention, the approach correctly predicts that intervention is unlikely. Third, 

the standard approach is well-suited for explaining and predicting intervention choices in 

cases where levels of experienced uncertainty are low and actors are reasonably confident 

in their probabilistic estimates of future events. For example, major power intervention in 

a state that has few military capabilities and is of negligible strategic value to other states 

constitutes a case in which uncertainty, as well as risk, is fairly low. Alternatively, if the 

target state has a known and automated retaliatory response to an attack that cannot be 

eliminated preemptively, uncertainty about the consequences of intervention may be 

relatively low even as the risks may be very high. Such choice situations are appropriate 

for the application of the standard rationalist approach from a theoretical perspective.   
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By contrast, the standard rationalist account encounters significant problems with 

indeterminacy when trying to explain or predict cases involving high levels of experienced 

uncertainty. This stems in part from the fact that, as Gartzke points out, “the need for 

uncertainty to account for war means that the same conditions thought to account for war 

must also exist among states not destined to fight.” As a result, in standard rationalist 

accounts, “war is literally in the ‘error term.’” (Gartzke 1999, 568; see also Mitzen and 

Schweller 2011, 24; Cioffi-Revilla 1998, 10).  

Yet the problem is even more acute because of the subjective aspect of SEU. In high 

uncertainty, decision-makers can only roughly estimate the future, and their estimates are 

only roughly known to observers (e.g., Elster 1989; Ostrom 1991). SEU was originally 

designed as a theory of microeconomic behavior, where probabilities, outcomes, and 

payoffs can be estimated with reasonable precision.9 In matters of military intervention, by 

contrast, estimates are made in wide ranges rather than points. The notion that leaders 

should be able to assign meaningful probability distributions to such rare and complex 

events as military intervention is questionable even from a purely rationalist perspective. 

The history of the modern state is not long enough nor our understanding of it good enough. 

Every potential intervention involves a unique combination of power dynamics, military 

doctrines, capabilities, and actors. Comparable historical cases are rare and their meaning 

debated. Changes in military technologies and international circumstances cast further 

doubt on the past’s usefulness. Adversaries are strategic players too, and may look to the 

past to draw their own lessons, meaning that they cannot be expected to simply step into 

                                                
9 Even in economic settings, however, this is far from a settled question. For discussion, see Gilboa (2009), 
as well as Nelson and Katzenstein (2014, 364–365). 
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yesteryear’s traps. Sometimes the available information itself is so complex as to evade 

quantification: How does one quantify resolve, for example, and how much resolve equals 

a tank division? What of combat experience and skill—how many gunboats are they worth? 

Finally, there is “garden-variety” uncertainty that likewise impedes prediction: information 

gaps about the adversary’s capabilities, resolve, and intentions.  

None of this means that decision-makers should be unable to subjectively estimate 

probabilities in high uncertainty environments. It does mean, however, that whatever 

estimates they reason to are likely to be quite imprecise and, as a result, often yield 

indeterminate guidance for action.10 Estimates of the utility of intervention and non-

intervention may significantly overlap with each other and have fairly flat distributions, 

making it especially difficult to detect meaningful differences between them. SEU and its 

underlying Savage axioms provide no clear guidance for resolving this situation (Snidal 

2002; Binmore 2007, 265).  

 The standard rationalist approach allows for indeterminacy in the form of indifference. 

Yet since consideration of intervention is often done under conditions of high uncertainty, 

relying on indifference amounts to conceding that the rationalist approach cannot explain 

decisions in many, perhaps most, cases in which military intervention is considered. In 

addition, there is a qualitative difference between indeterminacy that originates from 

equivalence, and indeterminacy that stems from uncertainty. Rationalists generally treat 

                                                
10 The problem discussed here is a subset of what is commonly known as the “equilibrium selection problem” 
which, according to Ken Binmore, is “perhaps the greatest challenge facing modern game theory” (Binmore 
2007, 262–264). When the expected payoffs are equivalent, it “doesn’t matter which of the Nash equilibria 
of a game the players regard as its solution” (Binmore 2007, 263). But as pointed out below, under high 
uncertainty similar estimates do not necessarily suggest equivalence; they indicate imprecision instead.  
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indifference as originating from roughly equivalent expected utilities—that is, when both 

alternatives A and B are expected to generate similar payoffs (given a certain level of 

risk).11 Deciding between both alternatives is therefore fairly straightforward and might as 

well be made on a flip of a coin. In the case of intervention decisions, by contrast, 

indeterminacy is more likely to emerge from imprecision rather than equivalence, with the 

expected payoffs of alternatives A and B potentially differing substantially at various 

points of the subjective estimate range. Flipping a coin seems fundamentally inappropriate 

in these situations.12  

 Analysts studying the features of a particular intervention case are subject to many of 

the same uncertainties decision-makers encounter in attempting to explain, predict, or 

prescribe action. Worse yet, in trying to evaluate the role of particular variables in the 

decision-making process, they typically have nowhere near the level of precision required 

by a rigorous application of the SEU model. Decision-makers may believe, for example, 

that the likelihood of success is between 0.6 and 0.8, but they generally use more abstract 

language to describe their beliefs, such as “likely,” which can be interpreted by the analyst 

as, say, any point between 0.5 to 0.9. Estimates of payoffs are expressed even less precisely, 

if at all. The unobservable nature of estimates and preferences, coupled with the inherent 

                                                
11 Savage defines indifference as a situation in which “a person really does regard f and g as equivalent.” The 
subsequent discussion by Savage is especially pertinent to his treatment of indifference: An “attempted 
solution would be to say that the person knows by introspection whether he has decided haphazardly or in 
response to a definite feeling of preference. This sort of solution seems to me especially objectionable, 
because I think it of great importance that preference, and indifference, between f and g be determined, at 
least in principle, by decisions between acts and not by response to introspective questions” (Savage 1954, 
17)  
12 For a similar argument made by rationalists in economics, see Gilboa, Postlewaite, and Schmeidler 2008. 
Some might argue that when facing indeterminacy, actors may be rational in choosing the alternative that 
costs least to implement. However, implementation costs should have already been part of the expected utility 
calculation and, therefore, taking them into account again would amount to double-counting.   
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indeterminacy of the situation, grants analysts considerable leeway to impose their 

preferred explanation on the situation. When we as analysts fail to acknowledge the 

uncertainty facing decision-makers, we are more likely than not to find what we came in 

looking for (Elster 1989).  

In pointing to the explanatory and predictive indeterminacy of the standard rationalist 

approach, I do not intend to foster dejection. Quite the opposite. The standard approach can 

do better at explaining and predicting intervention choices without requiring wholesale 

changes, but this would demand taking seriously the role of decision-maker confidence in 

estimates. Much of this dissertation’s central argument can be nested within a rationalist 

framework in a way that reduces the problem of indeterminacy. Before turning to the 

argument, I briefly review two alternative and less widespread approaches to the causal 

impact of experienced uncertainty on military intervention decisions.  

 

1.4.2 The Positive Effects Hypothesis: Uncertainty as Raising the Likelihood of 

Intervention  

A relatively small but influential body of work in international security views 

experienced uncertainty as raising the likelihood of intervention. “Traditional” structural 

realist arguments, identified primarily with Kenneth Waltz’s defensive realism and John 

Mearsheimer’s offensive realism, contend that uncertainty increases the likelihood of 

competition and, subsequently, of intervention.13 To Waltz, uncertainty is “the brooding 

                                                
13 Structural realist theories are of course not theories of decision-making, and for this reason I explore in the 
dissertation the broader underlying assumption that uncertainty leads to worst-case assumptions about the 
adversary’s intentions. 
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shadow of violence” (Waltz 1979, 102); to Mearsheimer, “uncertainty about intentions is 

unavoidable, which means that states can never be sure that other states do not have 

offensive intentions to go along with their offensive capabilities” (Mearsheimer 2001, 30). 

Both offer similar assumptions that yield different causal chains. Waltz maintains that, 

because intentions are unknowable, states are encouraged to take competitive measures 

such as enhancing their military capabilities and alliances, which may be perceived by 

others as signaling hostility and provoke an arms race and conflict. Offensive realists argue 

that uncertainty about the future intentions of other states cannot be meaningfully reduced, 

and so states will generally exploit opportunities for offensive action if their relative 

capabilities make such action advisable. In both formulations, then, uncertainty is equated 

with worst-case assumptions about others (Rathbun 2007; Wagner 2010, 23).  

This is a plausible argument but one that receives little support theoretically or 

empirically. A well-recognized theoretical problem with both Waltz’s and Mearsheimer’s 

formulations is that there is little reason to suspect, a priori, that uncertainty should generate 

a preference for intervention. If uncertainty about the adversary’s current or future 

intentions and capabilities fuels worst-case assumptions that ultimately encourage 

intervention, it stands to reason that uncertainty could also lead to worst-case assumptions 

about the effectiveness of military action, which should discourage intervention. As Glaser 

(1994) notes, cooperation is just as likely under uncertainty, particularly if both sides can 

effectively signal their security-seeking nature. Unfortunately, neither Waltz nor 

Mearsheimer provide a theoretical or empirical justification for their treatment of 

uncertainty (Wagner 2010, 13–24). To the extent that the assumption has been tested 

empirically, the observation that states always or mostly assume the worst under 
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uncertainty, leading to an increased likelihood of military intervention, has not been 

supported (Huth, Bennett, and Gelpi 1992). 

 

1.4.3 The Negative Effects Hypothesis: Uncertainty as Reducing the Likelihood of 

Intervention  

A third approach to the impact of experienced uncertainty treats it as reducing the 

likelihood of intervention. Though less prominent than the first two approaches, its 

treatment of uncertainty is more empirically grounded. This approach comes primarily 

from the literature on nuclear opacity and strategic ambiguity (e.g., Schelling 1966, 92–

104; A. Cohen and Frankel 1990; Frankel 1991; Thayer 1995; Meirowitz and Sartori 2008; 

Baliga and Sjöström 2008; A. Cohen and Miller 2010)14, though not exclusively (e.g., Bas 

and Schub 2014). Its central claim is that uncertainty can create “deterrence by doubt.” 

Unlike simple strategies of secrecy or misinformation, aimed at fostering a false sense of 

certainty, strategic ambiguity is designed to create uncertainty about the state’s intentions 

and capabilities. This requires either a stubborn silence or the careful balancing of positive 

and negative signals. By fostering doubt, strategically ambiguous states hope to make 

adversaries hesitant or unable to act, reducing the likelihood of military intervention 

(Baliga and Sjöström 2008).  

                                                
14 Schelling’s discussion of the strategic usefulness of manipulating risk in deterrence settings is as much 
about the unquantifiable nature of the likelihood of an accident as it is about the risk of a fateful accident 
(Schelling 1966, 92–104). 
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The main problem with the strategic ambiguity literature is the surprising lack of clear 

causal mechanisms. Ambiguity is generally assumed to encourage prudence, but little is 

said about how and why strategic ambiguity works. In addition, after experiencing a period 

of significant growth during the 1990s, this literature has made little theoretical progress 

since, and has not been well integrated with other areas of international security 

scholarship. 

As with the literature on strategic ambiguity, other rationalist scholars have noted the 

potential paralyzing impact of uncertainty on military intervention. Muhammet Bas and 

Robert Schub hypothesize that higher levels of uncertainty about the possible involvement 

of third parties tend to discincentivize intervention: “Gauging the decisions of numerous 

equally powerful states (high uncertainty) to join or abstain is more difficult than assessing 

the dominant state’s reaction in a starkly hierarchical system (low uncertainty)” (Bas and 

Schub 2014, 6). Still, their argument too lacks a clear mechanism explaining why the 

difficulty to estimate the responses of others should make intervention less likely. The 

alternative approach outlined in the following section helps alleviate the causal mechanism 

deficiency of this negative effect approach. It also offers an answer to the question of how 

uncertainty can sometimes prevent decisive military action while, at other times, appearing 

to encourage it.     

 

1.5 Argument in Brief 

In this section I outline the core argument made in this dissertation. A more detailed 

discussion is offered in Chapter 2. My central claim is that the type and level of uncertainty 



 

25 
 

decision-makers experience place systematic pressures on their substantive preferences 

regarding military intervention. I further maintain that much of this argument can be seen 

as fully consistent with a rationalist expected utility framework, though not with the way 

the approach has generally treated uncertainty thus far. Other parts of the argument, 

particularly those involving how states respond to uncertainty over the range and value of 

possible outcomes, are not inconsistent with the standard rationalist approach but rather 

shed light on preference formation that the standard approach consciously ignores. While 

I draw on significant behavioral and psychological evidence to demonstrate how 

individuals and societies respond to incomplete confidence, I am agnostic as to whether 

these are ultimately reconcilable with rationalism.  

 

1.5.1 The Uncertainty Aversion Hypothesis in Military Intervention Choices 

Leaders dislike uncertainty for rational as well as psychological reasons. Uncertainty 

about probability distributions, payoffs, or possible outcomes makes it harder for them to 

determine which available alternative is most likely to result in greater net payoffs. The 

inability to identify the optimal choice can be consequential given the risks inherent in 

military intervention and non-intervention. Leaders should therefore be willing to invest 

considerable resources to reduce uncertainty, meaning that uncertainty is materially costly. 

Reducing uncertainty also requires time, encouraging leaders to decline intervention until 

they feel better informed. In addition, uncertainty increases the likelihood of 

disagreements, which create operational, political, and sometimes legal challenges for 

leaders who wish to intervene. Due to these detrimental effects of uncertainty, when faced 
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with otherwise similar choices, I hypothesize that leaders would prefer those choices that 

carry with them less uncertainty. I refer to this as the uncertainty aversion hypothesis.  

The status quo intervention policy is generally a known quantity, whereas change often 

entails many potentially significant uncertainties. Therefore, given the choice of two 

policies, one representing the status quo and the other change, the uncertainty aversion 

hypothesis suggests that, under most conditions, the status quo policy should enjoy an 

advantage. This then provides an explanatory and predictive way out of indeterminacy, as 

it implies that when the expected payoffs of intervention and non-intervention are difficult 

to disentangle, leaders should favor non-intervention.  

Why does military intervention nonetheless occur from time to time? The uncertainty 

aversion hypothesis suggests three possible pathways through which leaders may choose 

military intervention in a target state. First, levels of uncertainty may not be sufficient to 

ambiguate the comparative payoffs from intervention and nonintervention, in which case 

the decision is simply a matter of comparing estimated probabilities and net payoffs. 

Second, decisions to intervene militarily are consistent with the uncertainty aversion 

hypothesis when they fall within the general framework of the status quo policy. As 

discussed in Section 1.3.1, however, this second case does not constitute a new intervention 

for present purposes, but rather as the continuation of the status quo policy.   

The third pathway to intervention policy change is more intriguing and goes much 

deeper into the heart of the question at hand. The uncertainty aversion hypothesis suggests 

that military intervention may take place when there is at least as much uncertainty about 

a status quo policy of non-intervention as about a new intervention. Why would there ever 
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be as much or more uncertainty about an existing, familiar policy than about a new one? 

To answer this question, it is necessary to unpack the concept of uncertainty.   

 

1.5.2 Two Uncertainties 

There are not one but two types of uncertainty, each with an opposing effect on military 

intervention continuity and change: ambiguity and fundamental uncertainty. Ambiguity 

stems from an actor’s inability to acquire or process information necessary for evaluating 

and distinguishing alternatives: “The information exists even if it is not accessible: there is 

a well-defined state of the world ‘out there’” (Mitzen and Schweller 2011, 25). Because 

the source of ambiguity is epistemic rather than ontological, ambiguity manifests in 

military intervention decision-making primarily as “decision-makers’ degree of confidence 

[…] about their subjective probability assessment” (Levy 1992, 293). In the context of 

military intervention, ambiguity can be caused by (1) information gaps concerning the 

adversary’s current or future intentions, resolve, and capabilities; (2) information that is 

difficult to quantify, such as resolve; (3) conflicting information; and (4) the relative 

paucity of relevant historical experience for generating probability distributions for 

outcomes (e.g., Bas and Schub 2014; Mitzen and Schweller 2011; Buzan 2008, 124; J. 

Snyder 1989, 37).15  

                                                
15 These are also the key features highlighted by Daniel Ellsberg, who is widely credited with turning 
ambiguity into a theoretical concept, in his groundbreaking 1961 paper on what became known as the 
Ellsberg Paradox (Ellsberg 1961, esp. 659). In the introduction to a recent book dedicated to Ellsberg work, 
Isaac Levi notes that Ellsberg elsewhere identified ambiguity as situations where available information is 
“‘scant, marked by gaps, obscure and vague’ or ‘plentiful and precise but highly contradictory’” (Levi in 
Ellsberg 2015, fn. 1). 
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Fundamental uncertainty, by contrast, is “ontological rather than epistemic” (Mitzen 

and Schweller 2011, 25). It emerges when the social conventions states regularly rely on 

to reduce ambiguity are themselves in doubt. Because conventions are foundational to 

social life, doubt about them constitutes a crisis almost by definition, and indeed crises and 

shocks are universally cited in accounts of fundamental uncertainty (e.g., Blyth 2002; 

Legro 2005; Mitzen 2006; Widmaier, Blyth, and Seabrooke 2007; Mitzen and Schweller 

2011; Nelson and Katzenstein 2014). Like ambiguity, levels of fundamental uncertainty 

can vary from low to high. Most of the time, levels of fundamental uncertainty are low and 

it acts as a kind of background noise of which actors are vaguely aware. When experiencing 

high levels of fundamental uncertainty, actors lack the tools to identify and assign values 

to various possible outcomes. Acquiring more or better information will not help. While 

actors work to embed the crisis in a new ontology, they must also identify new sets of 

expectations for possible outcomes, payoffs, and probabilities to help guide their behavior. 

Therefore, while fundamental uncertainty necessarily entails ambiguity—one cannot 

calculate probabilities of unknown outcomes—it trumps ambiguity. Fundamental 

uncertainty is, the the name suggests, more fundamental.  

Neither fundamental uncertainty nor ambiguity are universally shared by all actors, 

even during moments of deep crisis. Quite the contrary: this reconstitution of foreign policy 

conventions is a deeply political process. IR scholars have long recognized that uncertainty 

creates an opening for debates over ideas, with different groups vying to effect their 

preferred policy (e.g., Gourevitch 1986; Checkel 1997; Legro 2005). Some actors adhere 

to their previous beliefs, while others begin questioning them. When foreign policy 

conventions undergo a crisis, two important groups arrive at an open confrontation: policy 
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entrepreneurs, who are bent on changing the status quo policy, and policy conservatives, 

who want to maintain it. Both groups attempt to win over a third important group—the 

persuadables—in order to implement their preferred policy outcome. 

 

1.5.3 Mechanisms 

Ambiguity and fundamental uncertainty operate by activating a set of mutually-

reinforcing rational, bureaucratic, political, and cognitive processes that favor certain 

intervention policy outcomes. Ambiguity discourages new interventions, and fundamental 

uncertainty encourages them.  

There are three main reasons for why ambiguity increases the likelihood of intervention 

policy continuity. First, high levels of ambiguity incentivize the pursuit of more and better 

information, which delays a decision while the status quo policy remains in place. This is 

of course entirely consistent with much of the literature examining the how states strive to 

reduce uncertainty. Yet it is still worth recognizing that reducing uncertainty often takes 

time and that, during that time, the status quo of non-intervention prevails. Furthermore, 

while decision-makers work to refine their estimates, their adversaries have time to 

prepare, making intervention at t+1 likely more costly and therefore less probable.  

Second, ambiguity creates bureaucratic debates and political disagreements, which can 

delay a decision yet again, erect legal and political barriers to change, and give policy 

conservative leaders political cover for maintaining the status quo. Disagreements and 

debates make it more difficult for entrepreneurial leaders to secure agreement from other 
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relevant actors, including other states, policymakers, legislators, constituents, and the 

media (Howell and Pevehouse 2007). This favors the status quo policy because, as it 

generally entails fewer uncertainties, it presents fewer opportunities for disagreement. 

Persuadables and skeptics in the decision-making circle want to ensure that the benefits of 

a new policy would outweigh its costs, which is difficult to do if the variance around key 

parameters is very wide (Vertzberger 1998). It also takes time to resolve disagreements, 

meaning that even if actors ultimately agree on policy change, the status quo policy is likely 

to prevail in the interim. Here again, we find an expectation that is entirely consistent with 

the standard rationalist framework but has not yet been clearly defined as a systematic 

expectation under high levels of ambiguity.  

Finally, ambiguity can trigger a cognitive aversion toward alternatives for which 

estimates are less reliable. A voluminous multidisciplinary literature, discussed in Chapter 

2, suggests that most decision-makers prefer the less uncertain of two options when both 

are otherwise identical from a standard rationalist perspective, or even when the more 

uncertain option is somewhat better  (e.g., Ellsberg 1961; Frisch and Baron 1988; Camerer 

and Weber 1992; Fox and Tversky 1995; Chow and Sarin 2001; Cabantous 2007; Heazle 

2010; Akay et al. 2011; Heereman and Walla 2011; Etner, Jeleva, and Tallon 2012; Grupe 

and Nitschke 2013; Lockwood 2014; A. R. Smith, Ebert, and Broman-Fulks 2016).  

By contrast, fundamental uncertainty increases the likelihood of intervention policy 

change by undercutting each of the mechanisms that favor the status quo under ambiguity. 

First, fundamental uncertainty creates an urgent need to resurrect foreign policy 

conventions against which to optimize state behavior, which disincentives delays and 
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forces a decision. This counters ambiguity mechanism #1: delays to allow for uncertainty 

reduction. Mitzen and Schweller (2011), for example, developed a “confidence model” to 

explain why, under some security dilemma conditions, leaders may develop “misplaced 

certainty”—a belief that their situation is low in uncertainty, driving them to accept 

significant risks. Their model predicts risky action when state leaders face fundamental 

uncertainty: “Leaders, as they make decisions in the moment, face more proximate 

uncertainties; and the pressure to decide can lead them to impose and maintain certainty on 

their environment when it is premature and unwarranted” (2011, 5).  

Second, fundamental uncertainty offers opportunities for consolidation around 

alternative policy ideas by exposing potential problems with the status quo policy. This 

enables policy entrepreneurs to rally persuadables to their cause (Checkel 1997; Legro 

2005). This process works against ambiguity mechanism #2: paralysis due to 

disagreements.  

Third, since during moments of fundamental uncertainty actors lack a rigid ontological 

basis for epistemic claims, almost any action a state considers under such condition could 

be viewed as risky and uncertain. Consequently, the common cognitive advantage of status 

quo intervention policies—their familiarity (ambiguity mechanism #3)—is lost. In 

addition, there are neurological, psychological, and behavioral economic studies that 

suggest that fundamental uncertainty triggers increased propensity for risk taking and 

hypervigilance toward threats, which again favor intervention (Lyng, Stephen 2008; 

Heereman and Walla 2011; Krebs and Rapport 2012; A. R. Smith, Ebert, and Broman-

Fulks 2016).  
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The combination of urgency, consolidation, and cognitive reactions to fundamental 

uncertainty generates the rather unique expectation that actors would embrace certitude: 

the denial of uncertainty not through information and logic but rather by actively avoiding 

it. Whereas under ambiguity debate can be paralyzing, under fundamental uncertainty there 

should be a puzzling dearth of debate and planning. In practical terms, however, although 

fundamental uncertainty is more interesting and novel than ambiguity, instances in which 

it affects military intervention decisions are naturally rare by comparison.  

 

1.6 Methodology 

As stated above, the main purpose of this dissertation is to explore the influence of 

experienced uncertainty as a direct causal variable in military intervention decisions, 

compared to the standard rationalist null. Uncertainty might not be the most important 

factor in a given intervention decision, but the argument herein is that it is almost always 

an important variable. A second purpose is to explore how uncertainty affects intervention 

decisions. These twin purposes guide my empirical approach and case selection strategy.  

 

1.6.1 Empirical Approach 

This dissertation embraces an exploratory empirical methodology modeled after 

similar theory-driven dissertations (e.g., Khong 1992). This methodology first attempts to 

isolate the independent variable of interest (in this case, experienced uncertainty) and 

assesses it against the null of no (systematic) significance. It then examines whether both 
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within-case and cross-case variation in the independent variable corresponds to expected 

variation in the dependent variable. Consistent with the goals of this dissertation, this 

approach is not designed to measure the absolute impact of the independent variable of 

interest, or to allow for claims about its impact relative to other important variables. These 

latter objectives are logical next steps and areas for future exploration. Within each 

empirical chapter, I note when other important variables are at play, but make no claims 

that experienced uncertainty is more important than those other variables. The sole purpose 

of the empirical sections is it to demonstrate the value of considering experienced 

uncertainty as a potentially important causal variable.  

In order to isolate and explore variation in the independent variable of interest, I rely 

on a small-N, comparative case study design. This approach is appropriate given my 

exploratory goal and my focus on decision-makers’ experience of uncertainty. This 

approach does, however, pose some empirical challenges. Most obviously, experienced 

uncertainty is a latent variable in the context of military intervention decisions. Like other 

important decision factors, it exists solely in the space between the decision-makers’ ears. 

While some IR scholars have devised indices to measure systemic uncertainty (e.g., 

Kaplow and Gartzke 2015), my emphasis on decision-makers’ experience of uncertainty 

leaves latency as a significant empirical challenge. Furthermore, leaders and policymakers 

have conflicting incentives to emphasize or deemphasize uncertainty, either to highlight 

their prescience (e.g., “I knew it”), or to escape blame (e.g., “If only I’d known…”). In the 

case of fundamental uncertainty, there is a strong incentive to deemphasize uncertainty, 

since otherwise decision-makers are forced to acknowledge a state of personal confusion, 

which can be politically and reputationally costly.  
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Since decision-makers are both the best available source for their perceptions and 

biased witnesses, there is no magic solution to this problem. Instead, I use four 

methodological tactics to mitigate these concerns. First, I try to be vigilant in highlighting 

where post-event statements could simply be self-serving. By the same token, I give greater 

credibility to post-event statements that seem to provide little benefit to the decision-maker. 

Second, to the extent possible, I also compare a decision-maker’s post-event statements 

with transcripts and others’ recollections of what the decision-maker said during decision 

moments. Third, since parts of my mechanism, such as bureaucratic and political 

disagreements, can be assessed independently of perceptions, they provide separate 

opportunities to evaluate aspects of the argument. Finally, where my argument generates 

unique implications, I trace whether these implications are consistent with the findings. 

While this tactic cannot prove that my causal mechanism and not some other variable is 

responsible, it can at least allow me to identify whether the implications do not materialize 

as the theory predicts. In one important instance in Chapter 5, this is indeed the case, and 

it provides me an opportunity to identify secondary variables excluded from the uncertainty 

aversion framework that can affect its accuracy.   

I use two primary empirical strategies while exploring the case studies: process tracing 

and “smoking guns.” Through process tracing, I track whether the mechanisms, 

hypotheses, and implications identified in Chapter 2 manifest themselves and appear in the 

right sequence in each of the empirical case studies. In tracking these, I draw on memoirs, 

testimonies, media interviews, declassified reports, transcripts, public opinion polls, news 

articles, and editorials. Because there is much variation in the values of the dependent 
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variable across time, leaders, and cases, there are many opportunities for the uncertainty 

aversion hypothesis to fail.  

The guiding questions for each of the case studies are: 

 

1. How do decision-makers understand their environment, in terms of risk, ambiguity, 

and fundamental uncertainty?  

2. What are the causal arguments they make, if any, linking risk, ambiguity, and 

fundamental uncertainty to their intervention preferences? 

3. With respect to both ambiguity and fundamental uncertainty perceptions, do my 

expectations of the process and sequence materialize as theorized?  

 

In addition, in the empirical chapters I try to identify “smoking guns”: participant 

statements that either fully connect the independent and dependent variables, or connect 

key parts of the causal chain. As noted above, I employ several tactics to account for 

unintended or motivated reporting bias. Ultimately, however, participant statements are the 

closest one can get to “proving” my hypotheses. In this, this study is hardly alone. 

 

1.6.2 Case Selection Strategy 

The empirical chapters must allow me to evaluate my main theoretical claims against 

the standard rationalist null and the positive and negative effects hypotheses. Since, as 
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posited above, it should generally be impossible to strictly falsify the rationalist null under 

high uncertainty, it cannot be controlled for. My case selection strategy prioritizes instead 

maximizing variation in the values of the dependent and independent variables across time, 

decision-makers, and cases. The greater the variation, the more opportunities there are to 

test my argument against the alternatives. At the same time, ensuring continuities in the 

principal actors across time and cases allows me to contrast the uncertainty aversion 

hypothesis with case-specific alternative explanations, such as those that hinge on features 

specific to leaders or to the state. By varying levels of risk across cases, I can also isolate 

experienced uncertainty from perceptions of risk, as the two tend to co-vary to a significant 

extent. Finally, because a major motivation for my argument is demonstrating the 

analytical and predictive usefulness of the argument, I gravitated toward choosing more 

recent cases that have a fair amount of available primary and secondary source materials 

but are not yet well understood by scholars.  

Many of these criteria make recent U.S. and Israeli intervention choices particularly 

promising. Both countries account for a large number of intervention decisions in the last 

three decades, and both provide a reasonably high level of transparency concerning 

decision-making factors and dynamics, whether through official reports or through 

memoirs and interviews. In addition, focusing on both countries offers a fascinating 

opportunity to explore similarities and variations, as well as perceptions of each other, in 

the context of shared intervention choices—namely those involving Iran and Syria starting 

in the mid-2000s. At the same time, differences in military strength, governmental systems, 

and bureaucratic cultures allow me to test the generalizability of the uncertainty aversion 
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hypothesis. My fluency in Hebrew and the availability of extensive but underexplored 

evidence on Israeli decision-making, render it especially appealing for analysis.  

Based on these criteria, I have identified three main episodes (and one sub-episode) in 

which the United States and Israel recently considered military intervention. Chapter 3 

analyzes the U.S. consideration of intervention in Iraq during the Bill Clinton and George 

W. Bush administrations (1991-2003). This wider view affords me an opportunity to 

explore the causes of continuity before 9/11 and change subsequently. Chapter 4 analyzes 

the dynamics of U.S. and Israeli intervention policy in Iran between 1979 and 2013, with 

specific attention to the period after 2005, when Iran’s nuclear program grew rapidly. This 

case features five U.S. presidents (Reagan, George H.W. Bush, Clinton, George W. Bush, 

and Barack Obama), and two Israeli prime ministers (Ehud Olmert and Benjamin 

Netanyahu). This chapter also includes a “mini” case study of Syria (2007), which was 

intertwined with choices regarding Iran. In Chapter 5, I examine Israeli consideration of 

intervention in Lebanon from 2000 until the 2006 decision to intervene. From the 

perspective of the uncertainty aversion hypothesis, this is a “hard case” because few would 

argue that fundamental uncertainty was particularly high prior to Israel’s 2006 intervention. 

Furthermore, Israel’s coalition government structure should have increased the paralyzing 

effects of ambiguity. That this was not the case poses a challenge for my argument, but one 

that ultimately emphasizes how the interaction of ambiguity with secondary variables can 

yield non-modal outcomes.  

Table 1.1 below illustrates how the cases ensure significant variation in values. Two of 

the cases—Iran and Syria—include both the United States and Israel as potential 
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interveners. All of the main cases include at least two administrations for each case, 

resulting in 15 administration-periods for consideration (I treat the Bush Administration 

pre- and post-9/11 as two administration periods for present purposes). Four of the 15 

administration-periods resulted in intervention—Iran (Reagan, 1988), Iraq (Bush, 2003), 

Lebanon (Olmert, 2006), and Syria (Olmert, 2007). For both Bush and Olmert, there are 

observations in which they declined intervention (for Bush, Iran and Syria; for Olmert, 

Iran). Finally, there is significant variation in leaders’ perceptions of risks stemming from 

intervention and from inaction. Within-administration variation is roughly estimated based 

on the variance, distribution, and salience of senior decision-maker positions. It does not 

function as a key independent variable below, but instead serves here to illustrate the wide 

variation in decision-maker alignment across all administration-periods.  

 

Table 1-1: Case Study Variation 

Case Potential 
Intervener 

Administration New 
Intervention 
(DV) 

Risks to 
intervention 

Risks to 
inaction  

Within-
admin 
variation  

Iraq  
1991-
2003 

United States Clinton  No High Low Low 
W. Bush (pre-9/11) No High Moderate Moderate 
W. Bush (post-9/11) Yes (2003) Low High Low 

Iran 
2006-
2013 

United States Reagan Yes (1988) Low High Low 
H.W. Bush No Moderate Low Low 
Clinton No Moderate Moderate Low 
W. Bush No High Moderate High 
Obama No High Moderate Moderate 

Israel Olmert No High Moderate Moderate 
Netanyahu No Moderate High High 

Syria* 
2007 

United States W. Bush No High Moderate Low 
Israel Olmert Yes (2007) Low Moderate Low 

Lebanon 
2000-
2006 

Israel Barak No Moderate Low Low 
Sharon No Moderate Low Low 
Olmert Yes (2006) Moderate Moderate Moderate 

* Mini case study 
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Given the exploratory role of the case studies, I set several objectives for each, in order of 

difficultly. At minimum, if the uncertainty aversion hypothesis is correct, case studies 

should show that (1) experienced uncertainty has a direct causal effect on intervention 

choices, and (2) that this effect is systematic and independent of other decision factors. A 

higher empirical threshold would be met if I successfully demonstrate my third claim: that 

military intervention preferences and choices vary systematically according to the type and 

level of uncertainty decision-makers experience.  

 

1.7 Preview of the Next Chapter 

In Chapter 2, I develop my theoretical argument in greater detail. The chapter delves 

into the causal mechanisms and discusses relevant evidence for each step in their causal 

chain. The final two sections derive a number of hypotheses for military intervention, as 

well as implications for military strategy, which are later assessed in the empirical chapters. 
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Chapter 2: Theory and Implications 
 

Between complaints about her inattentiveness and boasts of his successes on the Italian 

fields of battle, a young Napoleon Bonaparte wrote his wife Josephine: “The art of war lies 

in calculating odds very closely to begin with, and then in adding exactly, almost 

mathematically, the factor of chance. Chance will always remain a sealed mystery for 

average minds” (Napoleon 1910, 52). The notion that chance—which at the time was 

equivalent to the present-day concept of “uncertainty”1—can be harnessed and manipulated 

suggests that people’s reactions to it are at least partly predictable. This in turn implies a 

causal influence. Although observed by some security scholars, this possibility has yet to 

receive the systematic attention it deserves.  

This chapter explores the rational, bureaucratic, political, and cognitive factors that 

make decision-makers’ responses to experienced uncertainty broadly predictable, and thus 

potentially manipulatable. It begins by proposing a framework for understanding how 

leaders perceive their decision environments. This framework originates from no other than 

L. J. Savage, whose axioms serve as the basis for the standard rationalist approach, and 

who made an important distinction between small worlds and grand worlds. Embracing 

Savage’s distinction, I argue that leaders may operate either in risk environments (Savage’s 

                                                
1 Napoleon’s deterministic view, conveyed through this quote, reflected the spirit of his day. Prior to his time, 
“chance” had connoted non-causal or divinely-ordained randomness. Under the influence of enlightenment 
determinists, it came to mean randomness due to ignorance. The mathematician and philosopher Pierre-
Simon Laplace (1749-1827) provided a distinction between “chance” and “probability” that bears close 
resemblance to Frank Knight’s much later distinction between uncertainty and risk: “The word ‘chance’ then 
expresses only our ignorance of the causes of the phenomena that we observe to occur and to succeed one 
another in no apparent order. Probability is relative in part to this ignorance, and in part to our knowledge” 
(quoted in Gillispie and Grattan-Guinness 2000, 91). Laplace and Napoleon’s paths intersected the same year 
he wrote this, at the Royal Artillery Corps. They remained close as Napoleon rose through the ranks and, in 
1799, Laplace was briefly appointed as Napoleon’s first Minister of Interior.  
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small worlds) or in uncertainty environments (grand worlds),	 and that each type of 

environment entails different sources of knowledge and logics of decision. I then break 

down uncertainty environments into two subtypes: ambiguity environments and 

fundamental uncertainty environments. Sections 2.2 and 2.3 demonstrate that in each of 

these environments leaders face very different pressures and incentives when considering 

military intervention: ambiguity environments encourage intervention policy continuity, 

while fundamental uncertainty environments facilitate new interventions. Finally, Sections 

2.4 and 2.5 draw hypotheses and implications for testing in the empirical chapters.  

 

2.1 Setting the Stage: Decision Environments 

As argued in Chapter 1, an important expectation of the standard rationalist approach 

is that decision-makers facing a potential military intervention should act on subjective 

utility estimates as if they are objectively given. Decision-makers’ confidence in their 

estimates should have no systematic effect on the decision. Notwithstanding the theoretical 

and empirical challenges this poses, as already noted, an equally important challenge is 

that, in applying SEU to international security, scholars have ignored Savage’s own 

discussion of the application of his theory to what he called “small worlds.” 

 

2.1.1 Small and Grand Worlds 

In his seminal 1954 The Foundations of Statics, in which he introduced subjective 

expected utility theory, Savage carefully noted that the theory was more strictly applicable 
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to a “small world”: a world in which you can “look before you leap” to assess all the main 

possible outcomes and their probabilities. However, 

 

“Carried to its logical extreme, the ‘Look before you leap’ principle demands that one 

envisage every conceivable policy […] in its most minute details, in the light of the 

vast number of unknown states of the world, and decide here and now on one policy. 

This is utterly ridiculous […] because the task implied in making such as decision is 

not even remotely resembled by human possibility. It is even utterly beyond our power 

to plan a picnic or to play a game of chess in accordance with the principle, even when 

the world of states and the set of available acts to be envisaged are artificially reduced 

to the narrowest reasonable limits” (Savage 1954, 16–20). 

 

Ken Binmore observes that, unlike small worlds, where complexity can be “artificially 

reduced,” in a grand world, “the possibility of an unpleasant surprise that reveals some 

factor overlooked in the original model can’t […] be discounted. Knee-jerk consistency is 

no virtue in such a world” (Binmore 2007, 396).  

Most military intervention decisions take place in much grander worlds than those 

Savage envisaged. The subjective expected utility framework does not offer clear guidance 

for making or explaining decisions in grand worlds, although many applications of the 

approach have ignored this limitation (Davidson 1991). Still, Savage’s distinction offers 

an opportunity to conceptualize decision environments as distinct domains in which leaders 

may be subject to different decision logics, incentives, and pressures. 
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2.1.2 Risk and Uncertainty Environments   

Drawing on the distinction between small and grand worlds, I maintain that leaders 

may experience one of two basic decision environments when considering military 

intervention. A risk environment is one in which leaders perceive low levels of uncertainty, 

and in which they can assign reasonably precise probabilities and probability distributions 

to various alternatives—it is, in other words, Savage’s “small world.” In a risk 

environment, decision-makers feel fairly confident that their subjective probability 

estimates approximate objective probabilities. Some uncertainty might still be present, but 

it is generally insufficient to render choices indeterminate. The main source of difficulty 

for decision-makers in risk environments is the probabilistic nature of their choices, which 

introduces the possibility that chance might intervene against them. In risk environments, 

actors actively seek new information as long as it can be obtained cost-effectively, and use 

it to reevaluate and refine their estimates. They ultimately decide based on what they know, 

with uncertainty playing no meaningful role. When risk environments are broadly shared, 

policy debates both among senior decision-makers and the broader public revolve primarily 

around acceptable levels of risk and how to best make incremental policy improvements.  

An example of a decision made in a risk environment is Bill Clinton’s intervention in 

Haiti in 1994 to reinstall deposed President Jean-Bertrand Aristide. Clinton had little doubt 

that the operation would succeed military—he expected it to “be like shooting fish in a 

barrel” (Clinton 2004, 616–619). His main uncertainty concerned whether Aristide would 

be able to put Haiti on a more promising trajectory. Since Aristide had been Haiti’s 



 

44 
 

democratically elected president before a 1991 military coup, however, Clinton felt 

relatively confident that he would enjoy domestic legitimacy once reinstalled. Several of 

Clinton’s advisers, including former President Jimmy Carter, Chair of the Joint Chiefs 

Colin Powell, and White House Chief of Staff Sam Nunn, had reservations about Clinton’s 

plan, but their disagreements were by no means vehement (Clinton 2004, 616–619). The 

ultimate decision to intervene was based on careful planning that began in 1991, and it 

enjoyed UN Security Council authorization (Kreps 2007). As a result, uncertainty played 

a fairly marginal role in the decision. Clinton was able to reasonably clearly identify the 

expected benefits and costs of military intervention and non-intervention, and to determine 

that intervention offered a better course of action, notwithstanding risks and uncertainty.   

More frequently, however, the decision environments leaders face when making 

military intervention choices constitute grand worlds. In grand worlds, or what I call 

uncertainty environments, decision-makers believe that their subjective expected utility 

estimates may diverge considerably from objective parameters. In these environments even 

a perfectly rational actor can only roughly calculate the expected costs and benefits of 

military intervention. As a result, the potential for indeterminacy between alternative 

courses of action increases significantly. Accumulating knowledge in this domain is 

therefore more challenging than in risk environments.    

 

2.1.3 Knowledge in Uncertainty Environments  

The anarchic and ever-changing game of international politics does not come with a 

manual; to make sense of the world and guide their behavior, decision-makers and states 
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must create a manual of their own. At the individual level, part of this manual is composed 

of personal worldviews and causal beliefs reflecting how different conditions and state 

behaviors affect the national interest (George 1969; Goldstein and Keohane 1993a; 

Saunders 2011). Collectively, widely-shared foreign policy worldviews and causal beliefs 

become conventions, which “simplify uncertain situations by enabling agents to impose 

classification schemas on the world, thereby ‘delineating the set of circumstances in which 

[the convention] is applicable and can serve as a guide’” (Nelson and Katzenstein 2014, 

362; quoting Kratochwil 1984, 688). At base, conventions are valuable to decision-makers 

because they give them a frame of reference for anticipating the behavior of others in scarce 

information environments.  

Social conventions underlie much of a state’s foreign policy. Foreign policy 

conventions allow domestic actors to form ideas for how to best promote the state’s 

interests in a complex world (Legro 2005). When foreign policy conventions are salient, 

policy and political debates tend to cluster around how best to implement a strategy, rather 

than what should be its goals. For more than 70 years, for example, a prevailing foreign 

policy convention in the United States has been that playing a global leadership role is 

important to safeguarding U.S. interests.2 Debates over the years have centered on how to 

best play this global leadership role—more or less reliance on military force, international 

institutions, allies, and so on. Still, the central premise of global leadership in U.S. foreign 

policy has yet to be seriously challenged. Before World War Two, the prevailing foreign 

                                                
2 For a more detailed discussion, see Stepak and Whitlark (2012). 
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policy convention in the United States was quite different, aimed at shirking U.S. 

leadership beyond the Western Hemisphere and the Pacific.  

Conventions play an important role for constructivists as well as rationalists, providing 

a way out of the equilibrium selection problem and helping actors anticipate the behavior 

of others (Binmore 2007, 265). Schelling, whose notion of “focal points” is similar to 

conventions, observed that, “People can often concert their intentions or expectations with 

others if each knows that the other is trying to do the same. Most situations […] provide 

some clues for coordinating behavior, some focal point for each person’s expectation of 

what the other expects him to expect to be expected to do” (Schelling 1960, 57).  

The rationalist approach to conventions is limited, however, in assuming that choices 

and their probabilities are reasonably well defined. Constructivists have pointed out that 

conventions are even more significant precisely because choices and probabilities are often 

not well-defined. Grand Central Station is a good focal point for meeting lost friends only 

if all actors have previously been to New York or have a preexisting convention that central 

railroad stations are good meeting places. When actors approach a situation that is 

otherwise high in uncertainty, conventions help them begin to identify the menu of 

available choices and their probabilities (Nelson and Katzenstein 2014, 363). 

Conventions not only help coordinate action; they also help define the space for 

disagreements. For example, in international security it is commonly held that states are 

broadly rational in their international behavior. This convention enables decision-makers 

to rule out categories of potential adversary behavior as unlikely and thereby concentrate 

on fewer, higher likelihood outcomes. Because the convention of state rationality is widely 
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accepted, a leader justifying her support for a peace or trade agreement, for instance, does 

not typically need to defend the rationality of the other party; instead, she can concentrate 

her arguments on demonstrating that enforcement mechanisms in the agreement, as well 

as external measures, would help incentivize a rational partner to abide by the agreement.  

Ordinarily, social conventions reduce the challenge of knowledge for rational decision-

makers. The challenge is then confined to difficulties assigning probabilities to outcomes—

that is, to ambiguity. In the following section, I show that as long as foreign policy 

conventions are strong, ambiguity favors the status quo intervention policy. However, 

when conventions break down, the opposite is the case, a scenario I explore in Section 2.3. 

Due to these differences, I further divide uncertainty environments into two subtypes: 

ambiguity environments, in which the main challenge decision-makers face is probabilistic 

in nature, and fundamental uncertainty environments, in which the key challenge stems 

from identifying outcomes and their payoffs. To facilitate reference, Table 2-1 summarizes 

the main characteristics and mechanisms highlighted below for each decision environment:  
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Table 2-1: Decision Environment Characteristics and Mechanisms 

Environment Source of 
Uncertainty 

Key Challenge to 
Knowledge 

Strategies to 
Overcoming 
the 
Challenge 

Modal 
Response 

Causes of Modal 
Response 

Risk  Chance Probabilistic nature 
of choices 

Information 
seeking 

No modal 
response; 
situation-
specific 

N/A (no modal response) 

Ambiguity Probabilities 
and 
probability 
distributions 

Low confidence in 
the precision of 
estimates due to 
information that is 
(1) unavailable; (2) 
unquantifiable; (3) 
conflicting; or (4) 
lacking sufficient 
historical precedent.  

Information 
seeking (but 
of limited 
usefulness) 

Preference 
for status-
quo 

Cognitive aversion to 
ambiguity; extending time 
horizons; creating greater 
space for disagreements 
and limiting opportunities 
for consolidation 

Fundamental 
Uncertainty 

Range of 
possible 
outcomes 
and their 
payoffs 

Crisis of social 
conventions 

Choosing 
new 
conventions 

Preference 
for policy 
change 

Reducing relevance of 
ambiguity aversion; 
increasing personal and 
social appeal of extreme 
views; disincentivizing 
hesitation; shifting 
persuadables toward 
policy entrepreneurs  

 

 

2.2 How Ambiguity Environments Foster Intervention Policy Continuity 

Although conventions create the conditions enabling decision-makers to behave 

rationally in an uncertain environment, they do not ensure that actors are able to avoid the 

problem of indeterminacy and ambiguity. Ambiguity environments emerge when potential 

interveners experience difficulty identifying probabilities and probability distributions for 

outcomes and have low confidence in them. As discussed in Section 1.5.2, this difficulty 

may arise from (1) information gaps concerning the adversary’s current or future 

intentions, resolve, and capabilities; (2) information that does not readily lend itself to 

quantification (for example, resolve or competence); (3) conflicting pieces of information 
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that cannot be resolved in time; or (4) the relative paucity of relevant historical experience 

for generating probability distributions for specific outcomes. The historical source of 

ambiguity is especially prevalent in international security. Leaders may have few or no 

comparable cases to draw on. Within the limited set of relevant historical cases, there may 

be significant variation in military capabilities and political structures such that it may be 

unclear how insightful they are for the present case. Furthermore, whatever distributions 

exist are by definition biased because, as strategic actors, potential targets of intervention 

have every incentive to “break out” of the distribution. In short, leaders have far less than 

what is required for creating a reliable or well-defined probability distribution. 

As in risk environments, actors who find themselves in ambiguity environments 

actively seek information to improve their estimates. Compared with risk environments, 

however, the cost that actors in ambiguity environments are willing to pay for relevant 

information is significantly higher since, without this information, they face the added risks 

of making grave errors due to imprecision. In terms of policy debates, ambiguity 

environments significantly expand the space for disagreements and politics, as the 

probabilities of future events are by definition contestable. As actors obtain important 

information, they may successfully transition from an ambiguity environment to a risk 

environment, with levels of ambiguity low enough to better discern the likely benefits and 

costs of each alternative. Alternatively, they may take actions that reduce the ambiguities 

they face by, for example, reducing the scope of proposed policy changes.  

In political science broadly and international security in particular, scholars frequently 

assume the existence of ambiguity aversion without explicitly recognizing it, justifying it, 
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or realizing its broader implications for military intervention. International security 

scholars sometimes causally use idioms such as “better the devil you know than the devil 

you don’t” to support their arguments  (see, for example, Brooks, Ikenberry, and Wohlforth 

2012, 10; Craig et al. 2013, 192). Yet in so doing they have generally failed to recognize 

that, from a standard rationalist perspective, absent more information the devil you don’t 

know is just as likely to be better as it is to be worse than the devil you do know. The only 

thing distinguishing both devils is our degree of familiarity and, therefore, our difficulty 

predicting the consequences of unknown devils.  

Other scholars have noted evidence of ambiguity aversion without adequately 

explaining its sources. Muhammet Bas and Robert Schub, for example, hypothesize that 

higher levels of uncertainty about the possible involvement of third parties tends to 

discincentivize major power intervention, because “when facing greater uncertainty, states 

behave cautiously” (Bas and Schub 2014, 2). Yet they do not articulate a clear mechanism 

explaining why the difficulty to estimate the responses of others should make intervention 

less likely. Similarly, Baliga and Sjöström (2008) argue that weaker states facing a stronger 

foe occasionally resort to strategic ambiguity to create “deterrence by doubt.” They provide 

no explanation, however, for how and why doubt might deter. Even Mitzen and Schweller, 

who explicitly discuss ambiguity aversion in the context of the security dilemma, do not 

consider its implications for conflict (Mitzen and Schweller 2011, 24–28) 

In honing in on ambiguity, then, I make no claim for novelty, nor do I maintain that 

ambiguity aversion cannot be incorporated by a rationalist model. In fact, decision-theorists 

and economists have already incorporated certain dimensions of ambiguity aversion into 
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modified expected utility models, such as Choquet expected utility (Schmeidler 1989) and 

multiple priors models (Gilboa and Schmeidler 1989). Rather, I argue that the importance 

of ambiguity aversion has not been sufficiently recognized by rationalist security scholars.  

The multidisciplinary literature highlights three main mechanisms that favor caution 

when state leaders face high levels of ambiguity: (1) triggering a cognitive aversion; (2) 

encouraging longer time horizons; and (3) intensifying bureaucratic, political, and ally 

disagreements. Only some of these effects might be active in any particular situation, but 

together they form a powerful prediction that state leaders should be reluctant to act under 

high ambiguity. Figure 2-1 summarizes my causal argument in the following sections. 

 

 Figure 2-1: Causal Chain of Intervention Decisions Under High Ambiguity 

 



 

52 
 

 

2.2.1 Triggering a cognitive aversion to ambiguity 

When facing military intervention decisions, leaders and some of their advisers may 

have a cognitive tendency to prefer the less ambiguous of two choices. The option with 

less ambiguity is typically the status quo intervention policy, whose outcomes are more 

familiar to decision-makers. Although this hypothesis has yet to be systematically studied 

in the context of intervention decisions, the widespread existence of cognitive ambiguity 

aversion receives strong evidentiary support across disciplines and domains. A large 

number of studies suggest that in comparative choice situations with high levels of 

ambiguity, most individuals have a preference for alternatives whose probabilities are 

better established, even if the expected value of more ambiguous alternatives is identical 

or higher.  

The point of departure for much of this research is a famous thought experiment by 

Daniel Ellsberg (1961). Ellsberg hypothesized a set of cases in which, contrary to SEU and 

its central Savage axioms, confidence in estimates has an independent effect on choices. In 

one of these thought experiments, subjects are offered a choice between two urns with 100 

balls each. One urn has 50 red and 50 black balls; the second has 100 red and black balls 

in an unknown distribution. Subjects must choose an urn to draw from and then bet on a 

color. They win if the color of the ball they draw from one of the urns matches the color 

they bet on. The Savage axioms suggest that one should be indifferent between both urns 
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since there is an equal likelihood of drawing a red or black ball from each.3 Ellsberg, 

however, argued that most people would show a systematic preference for the first, 

ambiguity-free urn, thereby violating the Savage axioms.  

Ellsberg’s intuition has been confirmed in numerous laboratory experiments (for 

reviews, see Camerer and Weber 1992; Etner, Jeleva, and Tallon 2012). Selected findings 

include: ambiguity aversion has been shown to persist across most probability ranges, 

except for very low probabilities (Frisch and Baron 1988); attitudes toward risky bets are 

mediated by feelings of confidence in one’s competence, with reduced confidence 

increasing ambiguity aversion (Heath and Tversky 1991); ambiguity aversion affects bets 

in comparative settings but not when decision-makers are offered just one bet (Fox and 

Tversky 1995; Du and Budescu 2005);4 aversion to ambiguity is intensified when people 

know that their choices will be known to others (Trautmann, Vieider, and Wakker 2008); 

ambiguity aversive responses are stronger when actors already have a status quo option 

(Ortoleva 2010)5; ambiguity aversion appears in both domains of gain and loss (Keren and 

Gerritsen 1999), but people tend to be more ambiguity averse in the domain of gain (Ho, 

Keller, and Keltyka 2002); ambiguity over outcomes leads to higher aversion than 

ambiguity over probabilities in the domain of gains (Du and Budescu 2005); those who 

experience ambiguity directly are much more likely to underweight medium-to-high 

                                                
3 This would be the case because the mean probability of drawing a red or black ball from either box is 0.5 
(or 50-50 red to black balls), and there is no clear reason to prefer one probability distribution over the other 
in this case.  
4 The robustness of this particular finding has been challenged. In a different study based on the same 
scenario, subjects agreed to forego the unambiguous bet for $53, compared to only $38 for the ambiguous 
bet (Chow and Sarin 2001). 
5 This effect appears to stem from status quo bias, since individuals have been found in the same study to 
also be ambiguity seeking when having an ambiguous starting position and considering a less ambiguous 
alternative.    
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probabilities when considering gains than those who simply have ambiguity described to 

them (Abdellaoui, L’Haridon, and Paraschiv 2011). In one large experimental study, 

researchers found that individuals preferred a guaranteed outcome over an uncertain bet 

whose worst possible realization still offered higher payoffs (Gneezy, List, and Wu 2006).  

Neurologists have likewise found strong evidence of “a general neural circuit 

responding to degrees of uncertainty, contrary to decision theory” (Hsu et al. 2005). 

Ambiguity is also closely associated with neural responses that indicate heightened 

anticipatory anxiety (Grupe and Nitschke 2013). A review of neural responses to 

uncertainty notes that “Humans are intrinsically averse to risk and, even more, to 

ambiguity” (Morgado, Sousa, and Cerqueira 2015).  

This finding is echoed by economists and sociologists. Based on extensive research, 

happiness researcher Carol Graham argues that “most people seem to prefer unpleasant 

certainty to uncertainty, even if it is associated with progress” (Graham 2011, 83). 

Ambiguity aversion has been found in a host of real world settings, reducing the likelihood 

that low-income high-school students would apply for college or to top-tier universities 

(Voigt 2007); increasing the pricing actuaries assign to insurance premiums (Cabantous 

2007); increasing consumer preference for brand names (Muthukrishnan, Wathieu, and Xu 

2009); leading to investment portfolio under-diversification (Cao et al. 2011); shaping 

investor preference for domestic over international stocks (Kilka and Weber 2000); and 

reducing employee sign-ups for 401(k) retirement plans with matching employer 

contributions (Iyengar, Huberman, and Jiang 2004). In one experiment, ambiguity aversion 
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has been shown to have a similar impact on Ethiopian farmers and Italian students, 

suggesting broad generalizability (Akay et al. 2011).  

In American politics, it is widely recognized that voters generally favor the incumbent 

candidate, even when they are dissatisfied with her or him. Barry Burden notes that, “in 

many elections, particularly low information contests for Congress and state offices, the 

challenger is an unknown quantity. This probably benefits the incumbent, who has a 

familiar name and a public record, even if it is not entirely in agreement with voters’ 

preferences. Uncertainty thus favors the status quo and makes retrospective voting a 

reasonable way to make a decision on Election Day” (2003, 13).  

 

2.2.1.1 Ambiguity Aversion as a Cognitive Factor in Military Intervention Decisions  

Although the robust multidisciplinary evidence for the existence of ambiguity aversion 

is not in itself sufficient to prove that ambiguity aversion affects military intervention 

decisions, it provides strong support for the plausibility of my hypothesis. The fact that 

ambiguity aversion has been demonstrated in a plethora of laboratory and real-life settings, 

and across a variety of disciplines, including evidence of physical reactions to ambiguity, 

makes it likely that ambiguity aversion is a factor in at least some intervention decisions.  

Why should a cognitive aversion to ambiguity favor intervention policy continuity? 

The most obvious advantage of an existing intervention policy is that it is a known quantity. 

It generally does not entail significant changes, and a leader can be relatively confident that 

tomorrow will look much like today. Making significant policy changes, by contrast, is not 
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simply a matter of issuing new orders. It can have far-reaching security, legal, budgetary, 

bureaucratic, and political consequences. It also encourages others—other states, 

international institutions, multinational corporations, and nongovernmental 

organizations—to adapt. All of these changes and adaptations make it harder for decision-

makers to predict the outcomes of their choices. Consequently, facing an indeterminate 

choice between a fairly well-estimated option (continuity) and a fairly imprecisely 

estimated option (a new intervention), ambiguity aversion should render leaders more 

likely to prefer the status quo, even when the alternative seems marginally better.   

At the same time, the existing literature makes clear that ambiguity aversion does not 

affect everyone equally. Some contextual and personality factors mediate its effects, such 

as confidence in one’s competence, domain experience, stress and anxiety, underlying 

probability ranges, and perhaps individual preferences. For this reason, the fact that 

ambiguity fuels other continuity-reinforcing mechanisms becomes all the more important.    

 

2.2.1.2 Is It Rational to Be Ambiguity Averse?  

Whether ambiguity aversion can be reconciled with a rationalist model remains an open 

question. What is clear is that there is no easy way to reconcile it with the SEU-based 

models. Choquet expected utility and multiple prior models (including minmax) help 

account for ambiguity aversion but require a level of precision in probability distributions 

for different priors that may simply not exist in many intervention cases. Some rationalist 

scholars have tried to explain ambiguity aversion as a product of cost calculations. Ken 

Binmore, for example, asserts that “some uncertainty aversion is entirely reasonable for 
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someone making decisions in a grand world. Who knows what dirty work may be going 

on behind the scenes?” (Binmore 2007, 397). Yet this interpretation is problematic for two 

reasons. First, many of the experiments demonstrating ambiguity aversion occur in 

innocuous settings, in which there is no threat of unanticipated “dirty work.” Choosing a 

ball from an urn hardly introduces unknown risks. More importantly, while in some cases 

the lesser known alternative indeed presents unknown risks, it is equally likely to offer 

unknown benefits. From a standard rationalist approach, it is therefore unclear why 

decision-makers should penalize higher ambiguity options.  

Others may argue that a preference for the status quo might not be at all about 

ambiguity—indifferent actors should choose that alternative that costs least to implement, 

which is typically the existing policy. The argument is unconvincing, however, because 

such costs are known a priori and should be accounted for in the actor’s calculation before 

reaching indeterminacy. The state of indeterminacy reveals nothing new about relative 

implementation costs. Acting on these costs after indeterminacy would thus amount to 

double-counting the costs. Furthermore, by the time military intervention is considered, 

implementation costs tend to be rather modest in comparison to the scale of expected 

benefits and costs. States do not generally go to war on the spur of the moment; they 

typically develop the capabilities, doctrines, and plans for potential hostile action years 

before facing intervention decisions. Hence, it is doubtful if implementation costs would 

be sufficient to move the dial beyond indeterminacy.  

There are two more promising pathways for reconciling ambiguity aversion with a 

rationalist model. Both rely on the observation that actors do not know whether ambiguity 
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about the probabilities of an option creates indeterminacy until they compare that option to 

another. The first pathway to explaining ambiguity aversion would be to assert that, 

whether through evolutionary processes or accumulated experience, most people have 

internalized an expectation that the universe is bent slightly against them.6 When facing 

indeterminacy between two or more options, they therefore weight down their utility 

estimates for the more ambiguous options. This weight is derived from the relative 

difference in ambiguity between both options, meaning that it can only be calculated after 

reaching indeterminacy. An alternative pathway would be to argue that decision-makers 

accrue cognitive costs when trying to analyze a higher ambiguity option in reference to a 

lower ambiguity option—it requires additional time to disentangle its effects from that of 

the less ambiguous option, and it may generate a sense of anxiety. Consequently, actors 

prefer the status quo option, which does not entail such costs at the comparison stage.  

 

2.2.2 Encouraging Longer Time Horizons 

A state leader may not herself be ambiguity averse when facing a particular intervention 

decision. Still, an important reason ambiguity may nonetheless lead her to espouse the 

status quo intervention policy is her belief that there is still time to refine her estimates. 

Obtaining more precise estimates is entirely consistent with the standard rationalist 

approach, so long as the leader believes that the expected benefits of waiting exceed those 

of acting immediately on imprecise information. At first glance, the decision to await more 

                                                
6 Evolutionary explanations receive support from recent neurological studies that have observed ambiguity 
aversion in rhesus macaques, lemurs, chimpanzees and bonobos (Hayden, Heilbronner, and Platt 2010; 
MacLean, Mandalaywala, and Brannon 2011; Rosati and Hare 2011; Santos and Rosati 2015). 
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information should not systematically shape military intervention choices, because 

contextual factors shaping the leader’s belief about her time horizon are presumably 

randomly distributed. However, upon closer inspection this is not the case. Waiting for 

information strongly favors the status quo in the long term.  

Why? Imagine that a leader faces a difficult and ambiguous decision on whether to 

intervene today, t, or tomorrow (t+1). The potential costs of a failed intervention are 

usually very high, meaning that information that could help prevent a failed intervention, 

even if it is unlikely to arrive by t+1, is highly valued. Meanwhile, the likely costs of 

waiting until t+1 are extremely small in most situations, since underlying conditions do 

not usually change dramatically from one day to the next. There are also tangible benefits 

to the intervener in waiting, by giving the military and bureaucracy more time to prepare. 

As a result, unless facing an imminent threat, waiting until t+1 offers a reasonable strategy 

in the face of high ambiguity in intervention decisions. Assuming the leader chooses to 

wait, when she reaches t+1 she is likely to find that the same is true for t+2: again, the 

expected benefits of waiting for tomorrow, low as they are, outweigh those of acting today 

on imprecise information. And so, day in and day out, ambiguity incentivizes leaders to 

wait and improve their information set. Perhaps tomorrow they will discover some piece 

of information to resolve indeterminacy. When viewed over time rather than at a singular 

moment, choices thus become a series of (small) rejections of military intervention.   

Although not much usually changes between t and t+1, as time accumulates things can 

change rather significantly. Adversaries may use this time to adapt their strategies and 

increase their defensive and offensive capabilities, rendering them better prepared to 
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defend against an intervention. Eventually they may increase their strength so much that 

intervention is no longer as appealing as it was at time t. This too reduces the likelihood of 

intervention. Thus a policy originally pursued to wait out the fog may inadvertently 

reinforce itself once the fog dissipates (R. Powell 1996; Ripsman and Levy 2008). 

Furthermore, policy conservative leaders may strategically use the need for more accurate 

information as a pretext for stalling. Letting the bureaucratic and intelligence processes run 

their course offers a cheap way out of a potentially damaging political conflict.    

This cycle is not inevitable. It can be broken in a number of ways. For one, decision-

makers may believe that the risks associated with waiting for t+1 are, in fact, quite 

substantial. This is most likely to be the case if there are fears of an imminent attack by the 

adversary. In such situations, waiting is not a viable alternative. Second, the potential costs 

of a failed intervention may simply not be high enough to justify hesitance. If secondary 

risks, such as damage to the state’s reputation and credibility, are likely to be low as well, 

then the risks of acting on ambiguous information are sufficiently low that information is 

devalued. Third, under limited conditions, leaders may limit their “exposure” to ambiguity 

by reducing the scale of intervention and deploying small forces that can be drawn out 

easily. Fourth, a leader might obtain important information that shifts her utility estimates 

decidedly in favor of intervention. In this situation, there is no need to continue waiting. 

This could be the case if, for example, uncertainty stems primarily from lack of information 

about the adversary’s intentions, and critical information is revealed that makes the 

adversary’s hostile intentions amply clear. Finally, there is at least a theoretical possibility 

that leaders may be certain that useful information about the adversary will not be 

forthcoming, in which case delaying the decision would not help.  
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Still, in the many remaining cases in which these conditions are not met, the seemingly 

trivial desire to reduce ambiguity, which is fully expected by the standard rationalist 

approach, can have far-reaching consequences. This simple mechanism suggests that, at 

times, leaders may be willing to wait and thus sacrifice expected utility in exchange for 

lower levels of ambiguity. For example, a state leader who expects to gain 100 utils (units 

of utility) from an intervention now and 80 utils from non-intervention, may nevertheless 

prefer to wait if he has little confidence in his estimates, believes that important information 

is obtainable, and faces major potential losses if he is wrong.  

 

2.2.3 Intensifying Bureaucratic, Political, and Ally Disagreements 

High levels of ambiguity can also sustain the status quo intervention policy by fostering 

disagreements among bureaucratic, political, and allied actors. They do so first by diluting 

information asymmetries and then by enabling actors to inject their own interpretations of 

the situation. Ordinarily, heads of state have a considerable information advantage over the 

public, members of the legislature, and even members of their own administration. They 

have access to secret intelligence reports, spend much of their time on international affairs, 

and have at their disposal large military and diplomatic bureaucracies. Ordinarily then, 

politicians and public opinion may be more deferential to leadership preferences on foreign 

policy compared to domestic policy, where information asymmetries are less stark. Yet 

when levels of ambiguity are high for everyone, including the leader, and everyone knows 

it, information asymmetry no longer grants the leader her usual advantage. Now, actors can 

have very different understandings of the same information, making it more difficult for 
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entrepreneurial leaders to secure support for intervention from key actors. Disagreements 

can discourage military interventions by (1) raising political, budgetary, and legal obstacles 

to intervention; (2) increasing the long-term political risks of policy failure; (3) making it 

less likely that allies would rally behind the intervention; and (4) providing political cover 

for leaders who prefer to avoid an intervention but do not want to appear weak. 

Fierce disagreements can raise real obstacles to intervention. Although state leaders are 

often especially empowered in managing foreign affairs, domestic actors nonetheless hold 

a variety of instruments to shape the contours of their policies, even in some authoritarian 

regimes (Weeks 2012; Lyall 2005). For one, senior decision-makers may come to see the 

issue through their narrow bureaucratic lenses when ambiguity creates room for a favorable 

interpretation. Allison and Halperin famously captured this tendency through the phrase, 

“where you stand depends on where you sit” (Allison 1971; Allison and Halperin 1972). 

To make matters worse, ambiguity allows bureaucratic leaders to assert their viewpoint 

with confidence, knowing that their argument cannot be immediately refuted. Research 

suggests that senior executives are likely to convey their positions to peers with 

exaggerated certainty so that they are taken more seriously (Halperin, Clapp, and Kanter 

2006, chaps. 2, pp. 9–24). Such bureaucratic differences can render internal debates 

intractable and foster doubt and hesitation among persuadable decision-makers. In 

addition, policy conservatives inside the government may actively undermine a sitting head 

of state’s intervention plans by leaking damaging information to the media.  

In liberal democracies, legislatures also often have the “power of the purse”—they can 

choose whether or not to provide the funding necessary to carry out a military intervention 



 

63 
 

(Howell and Pevehouse 2007; Kriner 2010). In some countries, legislative consent and 

legal authorization is necessary for intervention, posing a further restraint on leaders’ 

freedom of action. Where they lack the authority to use legislative means, legislators may 

still make their voices heard by undertaking independent diplomatic initiatives, or 

conditioning their support for other administration legislative initiatives on intervention 

policy (Carter and Scott 2009). Legislators must consider not only their own views on the 

question of intervention, but also the positions of their constituents, as well as the negative 

consequences if they support a policy that subsequently fails (Marshall and Prins 2011). 

Opposition politicians, who by definition view the world through a different ideological 

lens, are especially likely to disagree with the leader on questions of intervention when 

high levels of ambiguity enable such disagreements. More cynically, opposition politicians 

may believe they would not suffer negative consequences for advancing ill-conceived 

policies. If their preferred policy fails, they can blame it on misinformation or the 

implementing agents. If it is not implemented, they can claim that it would have been more 

successful than the one chosen. Uncertainty makes it hard to gauge the counter-factual. 

Therefore, with the benefit of ambiguity, opposing the leader’s preferred policy offers 

politicians a low-risk option with potentially high returns. More broadly, legislators often 

have considerable influence on media coverage, increasing the public’s apprehensions and 

turning public opinion against the leader’s preferred policy (Howell and Pevehouse 2007).  

If leaders act in the face of ambiguity and disagreements, they face added future risks 

should the intervention fail, which may be sufficient to dissuade them from intervening. In 

their study congressional influence on U.S. foreign policy, for instance, Pevehouse and 

Howell argue that “when presidents face a hostile Congress, […] the uncertainties of war 
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and prospect of failure weigh more heavily on the chief executive.” As a result, they may 

“wait until more opportunities arise, allowing a crisis to intensify and support within 

Congress to grow […]. On the other hand, if the president knows his support in Congress 

is strong to begin with, he will tend to use force more quickly” (Howell and Pevehouse 

2007, 104; see also Saunders 2011, 89).  

Under high ambiguity, leaders of traditional allies, too, have more space to interpret 

the situation through their own interests and viewpoints. They may therefore decline to 

support the potential intervening state. If the support of a foreign ally is vital or simply 

useful for reducing the military, diplomatic, or political risks associated with a potential 

military intervention, a disagreeing ally can delay or possibly thwart an intervention.   

Finally, just as policy conservative leaders can use the need for more information as 

pretext for extending time horizons, so too can they use political disagreements to justify 

inaction. Strong policy disagreements reduce the costs of populist rhetoric. They enable 

leaders to at once appear strong and resolute, while at the same time blaming opposition to 

intervention for tying their hands. This phenomenon has been well-documented in the case 

of Arab and Muslim leaders’ approach to Israel: popular rhetorical threats against Israel on 

the one hand, and covert acquiescence or even cooperation on the other (M. N. Barnett 

1998; Kumaraswamy 2006). The reaction of Arab leaders to Israel’s nuclear program in 

the 1970s and 80s provides one of the more interesting examples of this kind of dynamic. 

In the late 1960s, Israeli Prime Minister Golda Meir and U.S. President Richard Nixon 

agreed that Israel would maintain opacity over its nuclear weapons program and, in return, 

the United States would not investigate its program (A. Cohen 1998). This helped Israel 
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maintain “deterrence by doubt” toward its Arab neighbors during the early years of the 

program, and to avoid the legal repercussions of unsanctioned proliferation ever since. But 

equally important, ambiguity about Israel’s nuclear program helped alleviate popular 

pressure on Arab leaders to take more aggressive military measures against Israel, because 

of the possibility Israel had nuclear weapons (A. Cohen and Miller 2010).  

 

2.3 How Fundamental Uncertainty Environments Foster Intervention Policy Change 

Obtaining knowledge in fundamental uncertainty environments is far more complex 

than in risk and ambiguity environments. Ordinary, decision-makers operate with low 

levels of fundamental uncertainty (Mitzen and Schweller 2011, 30). If prodded, they may 

concede that their utility estimates are in fact based on beliefs and conventions that, strictly 

speaking, could turn out to be false. The dollar could collapse; Russia or the United States 

could unleash hundreds of nuclear warheads on each other; and Canada could, 

hypothetically, suddenly launch a massive cyber-attack on U.S. infrastructure. If any of 

these were to happen, the entire constellation of states’ military doctrines, strategies, and 

capabilities could turn out to be wholly inadequate. Still, while in principle possible, both 

experience and logic suggest that these events ought to be extremely unlikely, and so most 

of us spend little time fretting about them. The sky could fall tomorrow, but that hardly 

prevents us from planning as if it will not.  

Sometimes, however, the sky does fall and foreign policy conventions do break. When 

this occurs, “agents are unsure as to what their interests actually are, let alone how to realize 

them” (Blyth 2002, 9). When Commodore Perry’s expedition first appeared on the shores 
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of Japan in 1853, demanding that it open up its trade to the United States; when Japan 

launched a surprise attack on U.S. forces in Pearl Harbor in December 1941; when the 

United States dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945—in all 

three cases, the result was a fundamental shift in how decision-makers and publics 

understood the world around them and the scope of possible outcomes. In all three cases, 

actors faced multiple reasonable but ultimately very different policy options. Notably, in 

all three cases, a significant policy change ensued, going well beyond bilateral relations.  

Crises of conventions are closely associated with high levels of fundamental 

uncertainty.7 Katzenstein and Nelson (2014), for example, point to the 2008-2009 global 

financial crisis as a situation in which underlying social conventions meant to reduce 

uncertainty about housing and financial markets failed suddenly. Financial and political 

actors then faced a situation in which there were no common conventions for how to end 

and emerge out of the crisis, but faced an urgent imperative to do so. They needed to create 

new conventions to to enable financial actors to operate rationally once more. Similarly, in 

the international security space, Legro developed a two-level account of major foreign 

policy change in which foreign policy conventions must first fail visibly and painfully 

through some exogenous shock. This shakes the domestic balance of power and triggers 

an ideational battle between political and policy elites over the new policy (Legro 2005). 

                                                
7 “Crisis” as used here is meant not in the casual sense of “military crisis” but something much more 
significant—a loss of confidence in the continued applicability of existing foreign policy conventions and “a 
state of affairs in which a decisive change for better or worse is imminent” ("crisis, n.". OED Online. 
December 2015. Oxford University Press). Crises can emerge gradually, after existing rules and conventions 
are sufficiently eroded, or suddenly, through dramatic action that changes perceptions and expectations 
overnight. The end of the Cold War, for example, is frequently cited as a crisis of conventions, especially for 
former Soviet and client states, for whom it demanded a reassessment of long-held assumptions (see, for 
example, Checkel 1997).  
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In these accounts, crises function as revealing mechanisms: they expose the fallacies 

and shortcuts actors previously accepted. Yet as Blyth recognizes, “what constitutes [a 

crisis] as a crisis is not a self-apparent phenomenon. While the destabilization of 

institutions may produce uncertainty […], neither the causes of nor the solutions to such 

uncertainty are given by the conditions of the collapse” (Blyth 2002, 9). The challenge they 

face is that “because the situation is ‘in a high degree unique,’ agents can have no 

conception as to what possible outcomes are likely, and hence what their interests in such 

a situation in fact are” (Blyth 2002, 32). When expectations fail to materialize, this could 

be attributable to any number of factors, and it can be difficult for actors to discern the 

underlying cause or set of causes. Failure could simply be a product of the probabilistic 

nature of the expectations, in which case continuing to uphold and apply the convention 

may be most beneficial. Failure could also emerge from inept policy implementation, 

meaning that the policy itself is valid but that attention should be paid to improving how 

agents carry it out. Finally, failure could indicate an invalid expectation. When foreign 

policy conventions fail, it is often not obvious which one of these is to blame. 

This indeterminacy places decision-makers in a conundrum. On the one hand, they are 

likely to feel an urgent need to form new foreign policy conventions, new sets of 

expectations to guide the state’s foreign policy. Yet, on the other hand, they face an 

international environment in which mistakes, particularly in matters of military and 

security, can be very costly. Moreover, they have no way of knowing with confidence 

which behavior is most likely to minimize risks. They cannot simply dig their way out of 

the problem by acquiring information, in part because action may be required before 
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relevant information can be acquired, and in part because such information can only 

partially answer fundamental questions of values over outcomes.  

As a result, actors in fundamental uncertainty environments simply cannot choose 

rationally (Mitzen and Schweller 2011, 29). The combination of vulnerability, threat, and 

inability to reliably estimates outcomes and payoffs counteract all three ways in which 

ambiguity ordinarily prevents intervention. It (1) reduces the ambiguity advantage of 

policy continuity, (2) discourages long time horizons and hesitation, and (3) creates 

opportunities for consolidation around a new policy. Figure 2-2 summarizes the ways in 

which fundamental uncertainty facilitates military intervention. 

     

Figure 2-2: Causal Chain of Intervention Decisions Under High Fundamental 
Uncertainty  
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2.3.1 Countering Ambiguity Aversion  

Since actors experiencing fundamental uncertainty lack a rigid ontological basis for 

epistemic claims, and since the stakes in international security settings are high, almost any 

action a state takes under such conditions could be seen as very risky and uncertain. Against 

the breakdown of conventions, the familiar becomes unfamiliar. Consequently, a key 

cognitive advantage of status quo intervention policies under high ambiguity—their 

familiarity—is lost. Fundamentally uncertain leaders should consequently be less hesitant 

to choose intervention than when operating in an ambiguity environment.  

Moreover, there is evidence that decision-makers and collectives become positively 

risk-acceptant when facing a crisis of conventions. Psychologists have increasingly 

identified uncertainty as a catalyst for assertive, risk-acceptant behaviors. Two bodies of 

psychological theory on uncertainty point in this direction: Uncertainty Management 

Theory, which is rooted in individual psychology, and Uncertainty-Identify Theory, 

anchored in social psychology. Both use somewhat different terminology to describe a 

phenomenon that is similar to fundamental uncertainty—“personal uncertainty” and “self-

uncertainty,” respectively. Uncertainty Management Theory begins with the premise that 

“people have a fundamental need to feel certain about their world and their place within it 

and that too much personal uncertainty threatens the meaning of existence. Personal 

uncertainty is an uncomfortable and aversive feeling, and experiencing it can hence 

constitute a threatening event to people” (van den Bos 2009, 200). According to the theory, 

this sense of uncertainty results in higher sensitivity to and anger toward unfair treatment 

by others. In international affairs, a possible corollary is that during crises of convention, 
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some individuals may respond strongly to feelings of unfair treatment and exploitation by 

other international actors, even if it falls short of an explicit threat or military action.8  

Uncertainty-Identity Theory suggests that fundamental uncertainty drives a tendency 

toward collective identification, extreme action, and “leadership that is clear, directive and 

authoritative” (Hogg and Adelman 2013, 445). This occurs because “social categorization 

of self and others generates a sense of ingroup identification and belonging, and regulates 

perception, inference, feelings, behavior, and interaction to conform to prototype-based 

knowledge one has about one’s own group and relevant outgroups. Furthermore, because 

group prototypes are shared […], one’s world view and self-concept are consensually 

validated by the overt and verbal behavior of fellow group members” (Hogg and Adelman 

2013, 439). Early evidence lends support to this framework. Experiments conducted with 

Israeli Jews and Palestinians, for example, reported that both self-described and primed 

fundamental uncertainty were predictive of support for strong violent actions (Hogg and 

Adelman 2013, 443–445).  

Here again, early neurological evidence lends support to the argument. When 

individuals are anxious, they show neurological responses consistent with heightened 

uncertainty that reflect hypervigilance to threat and difficulty identifying signals of low 

threat. They also actively avoid uncertainty by embracing certitude. “Avoidant behavior 

and thoughts, including worry, prevent anxious individuals from being exposed to evidence 

that might contradict negative predictions about the future” (Grupe and Nitschke 2013). 

                                                
8 Experiments comparing the effects of personal uncertainty with the main variable of Terror Management 
Theory (reminders of death) have shown that, while both encourage anger toward others, uncertainty 
consistently has a stronger effect (van den Bos 2009, 204–207). For more on Terror Management Theory, 
see Greenberg and Arndt (2012).  
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2.3.1.1 Fundamental Uncertainty as a Cognitive Factor in Military Intervention Decisions 

The relationship between fundamental uncertainty and an increased likelihood of 

intervention is mediated by the creation of new conventions. The claim here is not that a 

dyadic military crisis results in higher likelihood of military intervention in that same 

dyadic context—that would be entirely consistent with the logic of a risk-environment. 

Instead, the claim is that crises of conventions require the creation of new conventions, and 

that during this process states are likely to “act out” their new convention across diverse 

settings and without the cost-benefit calculation that one would ordinarily expect.  

In the aftermath of crises of conventions actors embrace certitude—an excessive 

confidence in their beliefs. Far from being anchored in evidence and reasoned debate, it is 

based on epistemological skepticism. When decision-makers face fundamental uncertainty 

environments, there should be a striking lack of planning and debate about the advisability 

and consequences of intervention. Under risk environments, this should not be the case: 

decision-makers are expected to actively seek information if it can be obtained cost 

effectively, and try to anticipate outcomes to the best of their ability. In fundamental 

uncertainty environments, by contrast, actors are unlikely to seek anything but information 

that confirms their newly espoused beliefs. The neurological evidence suggests that they 

may also be especially sensitive to threats and discount signals that indicate low threat 

(Grupe and Nitschke 2013). They may become risk-acceptant, even risk-seeking, in pursuit 

of a sturdier ground (Mitzen and Schweller 2011, 30–31).  
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Leaders do not necessarily experience fundamental uncertainty during crises of 

convention. Some may not experience a crisis as a crisis at all if, for example, it confirms 

their expectations; others may simply be more resilient to the pressures of the crisis, or be 

more dogmatic in their views. At the same time, crises do increase the odds that leaders 

and senior members of their policy teams would experience them as moments of 

fundamental uncertainty that require a strong, assertive change in policy. In addition, as I 

explain below, bureaucratic and political obstacles that typically stand in the way of 

military intervention may become significantly weakened if not removed altogether.  

 

2.3.2 Discouraging Long Time Horizons and Hesitation 

When foreign policy conventions break down, states are likely to find themselves in a 

position of heightened vulnerability to external actors, who may wish to exploit its position. 

This creates an urgent need for decision-makers to erect new foreign policy conventions 

against which to optimize state behavior, which discourages delays and forces a decision. 

A sense of urgency reduces decision-makers’ willingness to await better intelligence and 

information. It is therefore less likely to result in the temporary or lasting continuation of 

the status quo. As Mitzen and Schweller note, “fundamental uncertainty, when salient, 

easily can lead decision makers to eliminate uncertainty prematurely and be unable to 

update” (Mitzen and Schweller 2011, 28). 
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2.3.3 Creating Opportunities for Consolidation Around a New Policy 

Perhaps the most important and predictable way in which high levels of fundamental 

uncertainty increase the likelihood of intervention is by creating opportunities for 

consolidation around alternative policy ideas. During crises, “politics becomes a struggle 

over the basic rules of the game rather than allocation within a given set of rules” (Krasner 

1984, 234). As foreign policy conventions face crisis, policy entrepreneurs are well 

positioned to rally domestic audiences in support of their policy positions. Once new 

foreign policy conventions take hold, domestic support for risky action is likely to be 

heightened given the urgent need for a new basis for rational action in a risky environment.  

The process through which domestic forces consolidate when facing fundamental 

uncertainty can be thought of weights on a scale. On the one side are policy conservatives, 

who are unlikely to change their positions fundamentally in response to a crisis. A single 

piece of new information, however significant, can only have a limited impact on existing 

priors. Furthermore, policy conservatives are likely to face direct political and reputational 

harm if a perception takes hold that their long-advocated policy has failed. Thus, for both 

substantive and parochial reasons, policy conservatives are likely to espouse an explanation 

for the crisis that attributes perceived failure to implementation errors. 

On the other side of the scale, policy entrepreneurs are likely to view the crisis as 

confirming what they had been saying all along. Since the crisis is consistent with their 

position, they are unlikely to be surprised by it and are easily able to incorporate it into 

their existing worldviews. Just as policy conservatives are motivated to explain the crisis 

in a way favorable to their interests, so too policy entrepreneurs are likely to prefer an 
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explanation consistent with theirs—namely, that the crisis represents a failure of 

underlying conventions.  

Persuadables form the most dynamic group during crises. They have an ambiguous set 

of priors to begin with, and a significant crisis can therefore shift their positions the most. 

Ordinarily, persuadables tend to side with policy conservatives because of the ambiguity 

surrounding new policies, as discussed in Section 2.2.3. When foreign policy conventions 

collapse, however, two things change. First, ambiguity no longer compels them toward the 

status quo intervention policy because levels of ambiguity are now comparable across 

options. Second, the crisis offers a salient piece of new information that seems to point to 

the need for new policies. Furthermore, as the psychological and neurological literature 

suggests, they may be especially susceptible to the certainty offered by policy 

entrepreneurs, and particularly to messages emphasizing threat (Hogg and Adelman 2013; 

Grupe and Nitschke 2013). To persuadables, then, policy entrepreneurs are the harbingers 

of certainty in a time of deep doubt, and thus they may thus tend to rally to their side, 

shifting the balance toward policy change (Checkel 1997; Legro 2005). This increases the 

odds that new foreign policy conventions would take root and, with them, policies that defy 

the old status quo. This rally of persuadables toward policy entrepreneurs is known in the 

literature as the “rally-round-the-flag” effect: a surge in nationalist sentiment and agitation 

for action (Mueller 1970; W. D. Baker and Oneal 2001). 

The rally and the formation of a new convention imbued with an aura of certitude not 

only create a lack of interest in debate but also social pressure against debate. Nuance is 

the first victim when conventions appear to fail. Policy conservatives are at a natural 
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disadvantage during these moments because they may be viewed as responsible for the 

crisis, and because their insistence on expanding the debate introduces uncertainty just 

when tolerance for uncertainty is at its lowest. Ultimately, policy entrepreneurs and their 

newfound persuadable allies may come to believe that the lack of debate itself represents 

a vindication of their argument, a type of “blowback” (J. L. Snyder 1991).  

 

2.3.3.1 Three Types of Leaders 

With this background in mind, imagine three types of leaders facing a severe crisis: one 

who has long wanted to see a policy change (a policy entrepreneur), one who continues to 

prefer policy continuity (a policy conservative), and one who is genuinely persuadable. I 

argued that each is more likely to choose military intervention when facing a severe crisis 

of foreign policy conventions.   

The entrepreneurial leader who prefers intervention policy change does not experience 

the crisis as increasing uncertainty. On the contrary, she sees it as confirming her 

longstanding position. She likely now enjoys strong backing from the public, the 

legislature, and the bureaucracy, and given encouragement from like-minded policy 

entrepreneurs. She also faces weakened internal resistance, which provides her with 

additional reassurance that she is correct in her stance. In short, for her, uncertainty does 

not increase as a result of the crisis—it decreases. She believes she is operating in a risk 

environment, able to view the situation in terms of utility and risk. Her likely choice is 

therefore a new military intervention. Roosevelt was certainty a policy entrepreneur in the 

early years of World War II, pushing for involvement that the U.S. Congress and the 
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American people were not prepared to endorse. Once Japan attacked, he was in a much 

better position to pursue his preference for active participation on both fronts of the war.  

The second, policy conservative leader is in a predicament. Much like the 

entrepreneurial leader, the crisis does not lead her to question her fundamental beliefs. But 

she is likely to face strong public, political, and bureaucratic pressures for meaningful 

change, likely in the direction of military intervention. If she relents, she can enjoy short-

term political gains, but ones that in the long run may come at a cost to the state or to her. 

If she resists, she must fight to retain control. Naturally, authoritarian leaders are in a better 

position than their democratically elected peers to suppress these pressures over time. If 

they are fortunate, they can bide their time long enough that public agitation for action 

subsides. Democratically elected leaders rarely enjoy such luxury. If they push back against 

strong public pressures for too long, they face the prospect of electoral defeat. Whether 

they relent or are replaced, the likely end result is, again, a new military intervention. For 

example, in spite of the fact that Chamberlain’s government declared war on Germany after 

the invasion of Poland in September 1939, the government’s lackluster efforts, especially 

its failure to defend Norway in May 1940, eventually forced Chamberlain’s resignation.  

Unlike both the policy conservative leader and the entrepreneurial leader, the third, 

persuadable leader is genuinely uncertain. She experiences strong pressures to make a 

decision, and likely perceives the situation as one demanding urgent action—her political 

fortunes and those of the state may depend on it. Biding her time may not seem like a viable 

option. Perhaps she also personally experienced the crisis as one of fundamental 

uncertainty, in which case she likely feels a strong preference toward major and visible 
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action. All that is needed for intervention policy change, then, is a trusted policy 

entrepreneur with a plausible narrative and an air of certainty. Once the leader accepts this 

policy agenda and supports policy change, others are likely to fall in line, with their own 

support reinforcing her belief she made the right decision. And so the feedback loop closes.  

To summarize, crises of conventions yield unique mechanisms that enable leaders to 

overcome the status-quo reinforcing effects of ambiguity. These mechanisms operate both 

directly, by increasing the odds that the leader would experience strong internal pressures 

toward policy change, and indirectly, by rallying the public and empowering policy 

entrepreneurs, which encourages or pressures leaders to conform. Table 2-2 summarizes 

the key empirical expectations for each type of decision environment: 

 

Table 2-2: Empirical Expectations for Decision Environments 

Environment Logic of 
Decision 

Role of Additional 
Information 

Role of Debate Time-Horizons 

Risk  Utility 
maximization 

Useful but not critical; 
sought as long as cost-
effective given the 
expected costs of waiting  

Limited; used to 
refine tactics, not 
strategy 

Short as actors do not 
expect short-term 
information to force 
dramatic change  

Ambiguity Skepticism 
and caution 

Central; actors are 
willing to pay very high 
costs for it 

Important – used 
to refine strategy  

Long as actors face 
pressures to delay the 
decision  

Fundamental 
Uncertainty 

Certitude and 
risk-seeking 

Fairly unimportant; 
sought to the extent that 
it confirms previously-
held beliefs, facilitates 
tactical decisions 

Fairly 
unimportant; used 
to resolve limited 
tactical questions 

Short due to a sense 
of urgency produced 
by the crisis 

 

2.4 Hypotheses for Military Intervention 

As argued above, experienced uncertainty can exert a direct and significant impact on 

military intervention choices. Specifically, when facing high levels of ambiguity but low 
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levels of fundamental uncertainty, states are likely to embrace the status quo and avoid a 

new intervention. When experiencing high fundamental uncertainty, a more likely outcome 

is a new intervention. Taken together, these observations, summarize in Table 2-3, provide 

a useful baseline for explaining and predicting military intervention choices.  

 

 

Table 2-3: Interaction between Uncertainty and Military Intervention Choices 

  Primary Source of Subjective Uncertainty 

  Probabilities and Probability 
Distributions 

Range of Possible 
Outcomes and their Payoffs 

Level of 
Experienced 
Uncertainty 

 
Low 
 

 
Risk environment: rational cost-benefit decisions  

High Ambiguity environment: 
Tendency to maintain the status 

quo 

Fundamental uncertainty 
environment: Tendency for a 

new military intervention 

 

2.4.1 Hypotheses for Ambiguity Environments 

In this section, I focus on the most relevant hypotheses for decision-making regarding 

a new military intervention, emerging from the the discussion in Sections 2.2 and 2.3.  

 

H1: The perception of ambiguity 

The first hypothesis, regarding the relationship between perceptions of ambiguity levels 

and decision-maker support for intervention, follow directly from this project’s central 

argument: 
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In a given decision situation, decision-makers who perceive high levels of ambiguity 

regarding intervention are on average more likely to oppose a new intervention than 

those who perceive low levels of ambiguity.  

 

H2: The scope of intervention 

One of the corollaries of the uncertainty aversion hypothesis is that ambiguity levels should 

affect not only whether decision-makers support intervention but, if they already support 

it, their preference for the scope of the intervention: 

In a given decision situation, decision-makers who support military intervention are on 

average more likely to support a more limited operation if they perceive high levels of 

ambiguity regarding intervention than if they perceive low levels of ambiguity. 

 

H3: Time-Horizons  

This next hypothesis emerges directly from the discussion in Section 2.2.2: 

Decision-makers are more likely to support delaying a military intervention decision 

when perceiving high levels of ambiguity than low levels of ambiguity. 

 

H4: Domain Experience  

Because decision-makers who have better familiarity with an issue-area are more likely to 

recognize the uncertainties it involves, they are more likely to display ambiguity aversion 

than decision-makers with less issue-area experience:   
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The more experienced leaders are with military matters, the more likely they are to 

perceive ambiguities and the less likely they are to support a new military intervention. 

 

H5: Confidence  

An important implication of the uncertainty aversion framework is that confidence in 

estimates may at times matter more than the absolute values of these estimates in shaping 

intervention likelihood: 

All else equal, the more confident decision-makers are in their estimates, the more 

likely they are to support a new military intervention.  

 

2.4.2 Hypotheses for Fundamental Uncertainty Environments 

Fundamental uncertainty may be difficult to observe directly, as those who experience 

it quickly embrace certitude and, even if aware of their underlying uncertainty, may be 

reluctant to admit it. Nevertheless, it is possible to draw a number of hypotheses that place 

greater emphasis on the unique observable expectations of fundamental uncertainty: 

 

H6: The perception of fundamental uncertainty 

Even as fundamental uncertainty can escape detection, actors may make statements 

suggesting its existence. These statements may include (1) the perception that not only the 

policy they previously supported was misguided but that the crisis either exposes that a 

foreign policy convention they held was wrong all along or is no longer applicable; (2) 

expressions of doubt in the usefulness of efforts to obtain information; (3) impatience with 
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debate and a call for urgent action, especially when not accompanied by a clear imminent 

threat; (4) hypervigilance to threats, especially after having discounted similar previous 

threats; or (5) systematic discounting of disconfirming evidence by a previously 

persuadable decision-maker. When some or all of these are identified, the probability that 

a decision-maker experienced fundamental uncertainty increases. When fundamental 

uncertainty is detected, the following hypothesis should hold:  

Decision-makers who experience high levels of fundamental uncertainty following a 

crisis are more likely to support a new military intervention than those who experience 

low levels of fundamental uncertainty.  

 

H7: The scope of intervention 

If ambiguity encourages a more limited scope for intervention, fundamental uncertainty 

does just the opposite:  

In a given decision situation, decision-makers who experience high levels of 

fundamental uncertainty are, on average, more likely to support a more ambitious 

military intervention than those who experience lower levels of fundamental 

uncertainty. 

 

H8: Time-Horizons  

Since a crisis of conventions is often accompanied by a sense of vulnerability and a need 

for urgent action, time horizons are likely to be shortened:  
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Decision-makers are more likely to oppose delaying a military intervention decision 

when experiencing high levels of fundamental uncertainty than low levels of 

fundamental uncertainty. 

 

2.5 Implications for Military Strategy 

Some of the most intriguing implications of the theoretical framework suggested above 

concern strategic dynamics in the context of military intervention decisions. Most 

prominent among these are the paradox of early delay, the strategic ambiguity trap, the 

entrepreneur’s curse, and the paradox of pre-intervention estimates.   

 

2.5.1 The Paradox of Early Delay 

The status quo-preserving effects of ambiguity can have negative implications for 

strategy. Oftentimes, the optimal time to strike at an adversary is early on, when it is likely 

to be less prepared for an attack. Yet early on levels of ambiguity are likely to be at their 

highest, whether because the intelligence is not as extensive as it could be, because the 

adversary is uncertain about its own goals, or because the potential intervener has yet to 

gauge the likely reactions of other states. The natural inclination for state leaders in these 

situations is to wait until they have better information.  

In some cases, waiting would prove to be the right strategy, correcting misinformation 

and opening up previously unrecognized policy options. In other cases, however, waiting 

for better information can seriously damage the viability of military intervention and 
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perhaps even foreclose it as an option altogether. While the potential intervener dithers, 

adversaries can act privately to defend their assets or even launch a preemptive attack. 

Ironically, because ambiguity is likely to be greatest during the early stages of large-scale 

weaponization (nuclear or otherwise) or of a humanitarian crisis, decision paralysis is most 

likely to prevail when military intervention is most likely to achieve its objectives. Hence 

the paradox of early delay. Robert Powell identifies a similar dilemma in major power 

shifts: “The earlier a state stands firm, the stronger it will be if war ensues, but the higher 

the chance of fighting an unnecessary war. In equilibrium, the declining state generally 

tries to appease the rising state by making a series of concessions” (R. Powell 1996, 749). 

The uncertainty aversion framework suggests that the temptation to wait may be 

difficult to resist, even recognizing the paradox, in part because it can be so difficult to tell 

in advance whether its consequences of waiting would be negative. But what is a scourge 

for policymakers is a boon for analysts and for potential targets of attacks. For analysts, it 

makes a state’s actions more predictable. For adversaries, it may prevent an attack and 

creates incentives for using ambiguity strategically regarding their intentions and 

capabilities. This, in turn, can have some interesting implications.  

 

2.5.2 The Strategic Ambiguity Trap 

Strategic ambiguity is premised not simply on keeping military programs and 

intentions secret, but on keeping the adversary guessing their true values. Its ultimate 

purpose is to leverage the continuity-reinforcing influences of ambiguity and, in so doing, 

generate the type of hesitation and disagreements that prevent effective action. Still, it is 
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not without its risks. If the potential intervener has firm beliefs about the adversary’s intent 

and capabilities, it may accept signals consistent with these beliefs as confirmatory while 

discounting contrary evidence. Similarly, using strategic ambiguity when the potential 

intervener undergoes a crisis of foreign policy conventions can be dangerous, as 

fundamentally uncertain decision-makers are likely to be both less averse to ambiguity and 

hypervigilant to threats (as seen in Section 2.3.1). Thus strategic ambiguity can bring about 

the very outcome it is intended to prevent.  

 

2.5.3 The Entrepreneur’s Curse   

Although entrepreneurial leaders and decision-makers are naturally content to be joined 

by persuadables after crises of conventions, this alliance contains some inherent tensions. 

Policy entrepreneurs generally support the new intervention policy because they have 

reasoned through it and found that it offers higher expected value than the status quo. 

Persuadables, by contrast, are motivated to support it primarily as a way of reducing their 

fundamental uncertainty, and not as a result of a reasoned cost-benefit analysis. 

 This creates conflicting pressures for policy entrepreneurs. Before they initiate their 

preferred policy, they want to carefully identify the best strategy for implementing it. Yet 

doing so might risk missing the opportunity to act, because delving into strategic details 

can raise the level of ambiguity and doubt for persuadables about the new policy, making 

them uncertain and hesitant once more. Rather than make the perfect the enemy of the 

good, policy entrepreneurs are therefore tempted to limit debate. However, since strategic 
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planning helps identify and prepare for contingencies, there is an increased probability of 

poor decision outcomes when policy change follows from a crisis.     

 

2.5.4 The Paradox of Pre-Intervention Estimates  

If one takes the uncertainty aversion hypothesis seriously, it also has some potentially 

counterintuitive implications. For one, it suggests that ambiguity may at times have a 

stronger influence on support for intervention than risk estimates. For advocates of military 

intervention, the natural inclination is to emphasize worst-case estimates of inaction. 

However, this may be counter-productive if their estimates vary too widely from other 

prominent estimates, thus introducing ambiguity which generates hesitation. As a result, 

even if advocates strongly believe that prevailing estimates are too conservative, aligning 

with those estimates and emphasizing the threat they still pose could be more effective than 

presenting worse estimates. Correspondingly, intervention opponents may do better by 

expanding ambiguity about the adversary’s intentions and capabilities, not only 

emphasizing the risks of intervention.  

Once can think of it as a thought experiment. If presented with single casualty estimates 

for intervention, are people more likely to support an intervention with a force depletion 

estimate of 2,000 military casualties or with 1,700-1,900 military casualties? The 

ambiguity aversion hypothesis suggests that the first estimate may garner more support for 

intervention than the latter, even though it offers worse overall prospects. Regardless of 

whether this is a rational response, it provides an interesting possibility for further 

exploration. 
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Chapter 3: Unknown Unknowns and Iraq (1991-2003)	
 

“Until we get rid of Saddam Hussein, we won’t get rid of uncertainty.” 

-- President George W. Bush (quoted in Suskind 2004, 306) 

 

“There is no debate, no discussion, no attempt to lay out for the nation the pros and cons 

of this particular war. There is nothing. We stand passively mute in the United States 

Senate, paralyzed by our own uncertainty, seemingly stunned by the sheer turmoil of 

events.” 

-- Senator Robert Byrd (February 17, 2003) 

 

On March 19, 2003, U.S. missiles began exploding in Iraq’s capital Baghdad, signaling the 

start of the second major U.S.-led intervention in Iraq in less than 13 years. Weeks later, 

American and coalition ground forces retained control of the city and routed much of the 

Iraqi army and its vaunted Republican Guard. By late April, Iraq was fully in coalition 

hands, as Saddam Hussein, its formerly formidable leader, went into hiding. To great 

fanfare, Hussein’s statues were toppled in public squares, while his lavish palaces became 

makeshift headquarters for American troops. Within months, a coalition-led transitional 

government disbanded the Iraqi army and Saddam’s Baath Party. Aboard the U.S.S. 
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Abraham Lincoln, President Bush announced the end of hostilities on May 1, as a large 

sign soaring behind him declared: “Mission Accomplished.” 

The rest of this story is well known. After the initial euphoria, matters quickly spiraled 

out of control. Coalition forces in search of Iraqi Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD)—

the proclaimed casus belli for the intervention—came up short, as it turned out that Iraq 

ceased most WMD-related programs by 1996 and did not revive them. By 2005, an 

unpopular coalition-backed government stood by powerless as the country descended into 

open sectarian warfare. Iraqi Shiite, Sunni, and Kurdish militias began targeting each other 

and, increasingly, coalition forces. Lacking a clear strategy to regain control of the country 

and facing mounting military casualties, American public opinion turned against the once-

popular war. It would take a significant change in strategy and a major troop increase in 

2007 to stem the tide and begin stabilizing the country, but Iraq would continue to be 

plagued by sectarianism, corruption, and violence for many years to come.  

 

3.1 Motivating Questions 

U.S. struggles in Iraq were not unpredictable. As the Bush administration began its 

final push toward war in the fall of 2002, 33 prominent international security scholars took 

out a full-page ad in the New York Times proclaiming that “War with Iraq Is Not In the 

U.S. National Interest” (Art et al. 2002; original emphasis). Their bullet-by-bullet argument 

against intervention proved prescient. It noted, among others, the lack of “credible evidence 

that Iraq is cooperating with al-Qaeda”; potentially destabilizing effects on the rest of the 
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Middle East; the difficulty of nation-building in a state with deep sectarian divides; and the 

risk of distracting attention from the fight against al-Qaeda.  

Although their letter ultimately did not achieve its objective, it highlights a number of 

interesting questions about the U.S. decision to intervene in Iraq. First, if external observers 

working with more limited information than decision-makers could so clearly see the 

dangers posed by the intervention, why did most senior Bush administration officials 

remain unconcerned? Did officials hold private information that allayed the objections? 

Was their reasoning better? Were they perhaps motivated by parochial interests? What 

explains the apparent confidence with which they went to war, given these risks? 

Second, senior Bush administration officials had previously argued forcefully against 

intervention in Iraq by pointing to the very same risks highlighted in the scholars’ letter. 

Now, after the 9/11 attacks, they seemed to undergo a complete change of heart within a 

relatively short period. What explains such reversals? Did the 9/11 attacks or some other 

development provide the impetus for changing expectations with respect to Iraq?  

 

3.2 Preview of the Argument 

In this chapter, I argue that in order to answer these motivating questions one has to 

take into account the role of experienced uncertainty, before and especially after the 9/11 

attacks. Experienced uncertainty shaped outcomes in at least four important ways. First, 

beginning in 1998 with the expulsion of UN weapons inspectors from Iraq, rising 

ambiguity about Iraq’s WMD and domestic affairs created a more diffuse intelligence 
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picture of Iraq and expanded the space for debate over U.S. military action against Iraq. 

Second, the 9/11 attacks shook key foreign policy conventions and significantly increased 

fundamental uncertainty both among senior Bush administration officials and the public. 

As anticipated, this then led to a search for new conventions, accompanied by risk-seeking 

and the embrace of certitude, which strengthened Iraq policy entrepreneurs inside the 

administration. Third, Saddam Hussein’s use of strategic ambiguity, which had served him 

well prior to 9/11, had the opposite effect after the attacks. Iraq became the embodiment of 

uncertainty to a country now determined to eliminate it. Rather than encouraging paralysis, 

Hussein’s use of ambiguity thus resulted in hypervigilance to signals indicating the 

possible continuation of Iraqi WMD programs, however weak, and frequent dismissal of 

negative signals. As captured by Bush’s offhanded but telling comment to his economic 

advisers, defeating Iraq came to be seen as essential to vanquishing post-9/11 uncertainty. 

Fourth, the certitude with which senior leaders spoke of the threat from Iraq generated a 

paralyzing ambiguity among intelligence analysts, members of Congress, and the media. 

Otherwise skeptical individuals lost confidence in their own estimates, failed to ask the 

right questions, and became excessively deferential to the administration. Although 

fundamental uncertainty created the underlying conditions leading to the intervention in 

Iraq, an accompanying sense of ambiguity among those outside the most senior decision-

making circle was thus responsible for removing many of the barriers that otherwise could 

have prevented it. As I show in the discussion in Section 3.5, many of these patterns provide 

support for the uncertainty aversion hypothesis. 
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I begin the analysis years before intervention was considered, at the end of another 

intervention known as the Gulf War of 1991. This earlier period provides useful context 

for events that unfolded after the September 11 attacks, and offers additional points of 

analysis for the uncertainty aversion framework. 

 

3.3 Prologue: From Risk to Ambiguity (1991-2001) 

The period separating the end of the Gulf War in 1991 and the September 11, 2001 

attacks contained two distinct sub-periods. From 1991 until 1998, U.S. decision-makers 

operated in a fairly well-defined risk environment. They viewed Iraq as a weak and fairly 

well-contained adversary but a nightmare post-invasion scenario. They also received a 

steady flow of credible intelligence about Iraq’s WMD and military capabilities. This 

began to change in 1998, and particularly in the aftermath of operation Desert Fox in 

December that year, which significantly reduced reliable HUMINT intelligence on Iraq. 

Increasingly during this second sub-period, growing uncertainty about Iraqi actions, WMD 

capabilities, and internal politics shifted U.S. policy-making into an ambiguity 

environment. As the uncertainty aversion hypothesis anticipates, the first sub-period was 

marked by a broad consensus on Iraq policy within the U.S. bureaucracy and across 

political parties. Disagreements revolved primarily about how much support to provide to 

Iraqi opposition groups, and how much pressure to put on Iraq through international 

sanctions. Also as expected, the second, post-1998 sub-period saw growing U.S. 

disagreements about Iraq, greater hesitation regarding escalating military action, and the 

emergence of policy entrepreneurs calling for more assertive U.S. military actions.   
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3.3.1 The Dust Settles and a Risk Environment Emerges (1991-1998) 

As part of the cessation of hostilities at the end of the Gulf War in 1991, Iraq agreed to 

the provisions of UN Security Council Resolution 687, which mandated that it dismantle 

its WMD and ballistic missile programs and provide international inspectors access to its 

WMD weapons labs and suspected sites. When inspectors first accessed those sites, they 

were surprised by the advanced stage of Iraq’s nuclear and chemical programs 

(CICUSWMD 2005, 9). In addition, immediately after the Gulf War, Hussein turned his 

military on the Shiite population in the south and Iraqi Kurds in the north in retaliation for 

their attempted rebellions against his regime. The consequent refugee crisis in northern 

Iraq led to Security Council Resolution 688, which demanded that Hussein end the attacks. 

When attacks continued, the United States and several allies established no-fly zones over 

Kurdish and Shiite areas. The United States also carved out a large Kurdish region in 

northern Iraq to be kept beyond Baghdad’s reach. This region would enjoy de facto 

autonomy under the protection of Kurdish Peshmerga militia and U.S. Marines until 2003.  

Once in office, President Bill Clinton continued George H.W. Bush’s containment 

policy toward Iraq as part of a broader policy of “dual containment” of Iraq and Iran. 

Containing Iraq had two main components: First, Iraqi failures to abide by UN Security 

Council resolutions would be met with continued international sanctions and, second, any 

direct attacks on coalition forces would be met with retaliatory shows of force. The Clinton 

administration further rejected any future reconciliation with Hussein’s regime, which it 

viewed as “beyond the pale of international society and, in our judgment, irredeemable” 
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(Indyk 1993). Instead, it openly embraced the goal of regime change in Iraq, not through 

direct military intervention but by supporting Iraqi dissidents. A large-scale ground 

invasion was not seriously considered during the period (M. K. Albright 2003, 277) 

To many American observers during the 1990s, Iraq seemed as defiant as ever. At 

times, UN weapons inspectors were met with closed gates and delays, only to find scrubbed 

facilities once allowed in. Hussein’s regime seemed increasingly successful at 

circumventing international sanctions on oil exports, especially after the UN-backed “Oil 

for Food” program launched in 1996, when Iraqi oil found its way to international markets 

through a complex network of straw companies. During this period, coalition jets enforcing 

the no-fly zones were frequently fired on and returned fire. In 1994 and again in 1996, the 

United States launched large-scale aerial and cruise missile bombing campaigns on Iraqi 

military assets in response to Iraqi deployments near the Kuwaiti border and inside 

Kurdish-controlled northern Iraq, respectively.  

Still, in the near-term Iraq was widely deemed a relatively minor, well-contained threat. 

A 1994 National Intelligence Estimated found that, “Despite an impressive military 

reconstitution effort under difficult circumstances since Desert Storm, Iraq's armed forces 

retain critical weaknesses. Baghdad will be unwilling and probably unable to engage in 

significant military operations outside the country as long as UN sanctions remain in place 

and working” (quoted in U.S. Senate Select Committee on Intelligence 2004, 381). 

In 1995, Saddam Hussein’s son-in-law, Hussein Kamel, who oversaw Iraq’s WMD 

programs for many years, defected with his brother and their families to Jordan. Kamel’s 

interviews and the cache of documents he provided to Western intelligence agencies 
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confirmed that much of Iraq’s biological and chemical assets had been destroyed on 

Hussein’s orders in July 1991. Fearing additional embarrassment, Iraq provided UN 

weapons inspectors further information that led to the destruction of remaining dual-use 

biological weapons infrastructure and nuclear-related assets (Central Intelligence Agency 

2004). Concurrently, Iraq provided UN inspectors with freer access to suspected sites, 

which lasted well into 1997. Eventually, UN Special Commission (UNSCOM) inspectors 

in Iraq concluded that Iraq did not possess uranium-enrichment capabilities for nuclear 

weapons production (M. K. Albright 2003, 278). Kamel did inform his interviewers, as 

confirmed later, that Hussein viewed the destruction of WMD physical assets as a 

temporary compromise, and intended to restart the programs once sanctions were lifted.   

Through these early post-Gulf War years, U.S. decision-makers viewed Iraq primarily 

from a risk environment lens. Although they could not ascertain Hussein’s intentions, they 

were confident that Iraq did not reconstitute its WMD programs, and increasingly confident 

that most of its aging WMD assets had either been captured or destroyed. Iraq’s 

conventional military strength was sharply degraded. As the U.S. Senate Select Committee 

on Intelligence noted in its 2004 report, “After 1991, […] analysts believed that Iraq's 

conventional forces were less capable in all readiness categories-to include logistics, 

manning and training” (U.S. Senate Select Committee on Intelligence 2004, 374).  

More importantly, the risks to full-scale intervention outweighed any possible benefits. 

As an autocratic, minority-controlled regime in a country with a long history of sectarian 

hostilities, Hussein’s Iraq posed a nightmare post-intervention scenario. Toppling Hussein 

using U.S. ground troops would entail years of nation building, could reignite Iraq’s long 
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history of sectarian strife, and could strengthen neighboring Iran’s regional influence by 

removing its most significant regional balancer. In a 1994 interview with C-SPAN, 

Secretary of Defense during the Gulf War and future Vice President Richard “Dick” 

Cheney justified the decision not to overthrow Hussein in 1991 thus:  

 

“If we’d gone to Baghdad we would have been all alone. There wouldn’t have been 

anybody else with us. There would have been a U.S. occupation of Iraq. None of the 

Arab forces that were willing to fight with us in Kuwait were willing to invade Iraq. 

Once you got to Iraq and took it over, took down Saddam Hussein’s government, then 

what are you going to put in its place? That's a very volatile part of the world, and if 

you take down the central government of Iraq, you could very easily end up seeing 

pieces of Iraq fly off: part of it, the Syrians would like to have to the west, part of it—

eastern Iraq—the Iranians would like to claim, they fought over it for eight years. In 

the north you’ve got the Kurds, and if the Kurds spin loose and join with the Kurds in 

Turkey, then you threaten the territorial integrity of Turkey. It’s a quagmire if you go 

that far and try to take over Iraq.”1 

 

3.3.2 Operation Desert Fox and the Rise of Ambiguity (1998-2001) 

By 1998, American policymakers were increasingly frustrated with Iraq’s success 

bypassing international sanctions. In January, former and future Secretary of Defense 

                                                
1 C-SPAN interview with Richard Cheney, April 15, 1994 Retrieved February 28, 2016 from 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6BEsZMvrq-I.  
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Donald Rumsfeld joined several other leading conservatives, including Robert Kagan, 

William Kristol, Paul Wolfowitz, and Robert Zoellick in an open letter calling attention to 

Iraq’s continued efforts to grow its WMD programs and advocating a new strategy that 

“should aim, above all, at the removal of Saddam Hussein’s regime from power” (Project 

for a New American Century 1998). After months of increased tensions, in August Iraq 

stopped cooperating with UN weapons inspectors when UNSCOM declined to find it in 

compliance with Resolution 687. The Clinton administration concluded that the sanctions 

and inspections regime had not achieved its objectives and decided to adopt a policy of 

“containment plus,” aimed at undercutting Hussein’s regime more aggressively by working 

with Iraqi dissidents (M. K. Albright 2003, 286–287). On October 31, President Clinton 

signed the Iraq Liberation Act of 1998, which received strong bipartisan support in 

Congress. Stopping short of calling for the forceful removal of Hussein, the law 

nevertheless authorized the President to support Iraqi opposition groups and laid a broad 

vision for a post-Hussein Iraq.  

The signing of the Iraq Liberation Act coincided with a Clinton Administration 

decision that another round of military action against Iraq had become inevitable. Iraq’s 

refusal to allow weapons inspectors to suspected dual-use sites seemed to confirm it had 

much to conceal.2 On December 16, after UN inspections briefly resumed and inspectors 

were denied access to the Baath Party’s headquarters, the U.S. and British forces launched 

                                                
2 While this was certainly the popular perception at the time, Scott Ritter, who led many of the UN 
inspections, later maintained that access to sites was nearly always provided and that many of the problems 
emerged when the inspections teams attempted to enter sensitive political facilities, such as the Baath Party 
headquarters. The Iraqis were concerned that the UN delegation reported to U.S. and British intelligence 
agencies, and that access to such facilities was often meant for intelligence collection (Goodman 2005). 
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Operation Desert Fox. The 70-hour operation included hundreds of jet sorties and cruise 

missile attacks on suspected WMD and missile sites, as well as military, communications, 

and government headquarters. The operation inflicted considerable damage. Intelligence 

reports indicated a “palpable fear that [Hussein] was going to lose control” (Ricks 2006, 

19). In fact, it would later turn out that the damage to Iraq was more extensive than first 

appreciated in the United States. It led to a sense of despair among Iraqi military generals 

and weapon developers who witnessed years of their labor destroyed (Ricks 2006, 21).  

Although it was more extensive than the 1994 and 1996 operations, the pattern and 

scope of Desert Fox was largely consistent with those previous operations and the existing 

U.S. intervention policy in Iraq. The Iraqis violated UN resolutions and were punished with 

aerial and cruise missile strikes, just as they had previously. Clinton and his team likewise 

perceived the attack as a limited retaliation designed to degrade Iraqi capabilities as the 

United States continued to “pursue a long-term strategy to contain Iraq and its weapons of 

mass destruction” (Clinton 1998). 

Ironically, the tactical success of Operation Desert Fox led to far-reaching but 

unanticipated strategic challenges to the United States. In the wake of Desert Fox, Hussein 

expelled UN weapons inspectors from Iraq. Inspectors had served as a major intelligence 

source for Western countries but would not return to Iraq until November 2002, shortly 

before the U.S. invasion (Jervis 2010, 140). Meanwhile, Iraq’s intelligence services 

cracked down on suspected spies. As a result, the United States and its Western allies were 

left without a single HUMINT source in Iraq with access to sensitive information about 

Iraq’s WMD programs (Ricks 2006, 22; Isikoff and Corn 2006, 12). The Intelligence 
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Community (IC) noted in a 1999 National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) that “the value of 

HUMINT reporting lagged behind” other intelligence gathering tools and that “the IC 

assessments were strongest and most credible when focused on conventional military 

capabilities” (U.S. Senate Select Committee on Intelligence 2004, 387). Ambiguity about 

Iraq’s WMD programs, Saddam Hussein’s intentions, and Iraqi domestic politics thus 

increased significantly after 1998.  

In the near-term, the rise in ambiguity made significant military escalation or an 

outright ground invasion less likely than it had already been. The U.S. intelligence 

community knew too little about recent developments in Iraq’s WMD programs for the 

White House to justify intervention to reluctant domestic and international audiences. If 

Iraq had begun resurrecting its WMD programs, as was widely suspected, it nevertheless 

faced a long road ahead. There was also little political and public appetite for new military 

interventions generally, especially ones that would require ground forces and long-term 

nation-building efforts. After the traumatic experience of the botched humanitarian 

intervention in Somalia in 1993, public reluctance to engage in ground military operations 

shaped much of Clinton’s intervention policy throughout his remaining term in office. 

Clinton subsequently declined to intervene in the Rwandan genocide in 1994 and relied on 

strictly aerial strikes when engaging in military action in the former Yugoslavia and Serbia, 

Sudan, and Iraq. Concerning Iraq in particular, a Gallup poll in February 1999 found that 

just 21 percent of respondents favored a U.S.-led ground intervention in order to remove 

Hussein from power compared to using diplomacy and economic sanctions (48 percent) 
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and “decapitation” aerial strikes (22 percent).3 In a Chicago Council on Foreign Relations 

poll in February 1999, a plurality of the public opposed sending ground troops to Iraq even 

if it invaded Saudi Arabia, while 79 percent of a cohort of “leaders” surveyed said they 

would support it.4  

The military and intelligence bureaucracy too seemed to lean against intervention. 

Amid growing concerns over Iraq, the Commander of the U.S. Central Command Anthony 

Zinni organized a 3-day seminar in June 1999 called “Desert Crossing” with 

representatives from the Department of Defense, State, the National Security Council 

(NSC), and the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). The seminar’s purpose was to explore 

the military, interagency, and diplomatic needs for a post-Saddam Iraq, as part of the 

broader war plan for Iraq (OPLAN 1003-98). The seminar’s after-action report captures 

the growing ambiguity regarding Iraq’s internal politics and warned that post-Saddam Iraq 

“could fragment along religious and/or ethnic lines,” lead to neighboring regimes in Iran 

and Turkey to intervene, and increase regional instability (U.S. Central Command 1999).  

But, as it often does, increasing ambiguity also made room for growing disagreements 

about Iraq’s intentions and WMD capabilities. It gave rise to the possibility that Iraq was 

actively seeking to reactivate its weapons programs, now unimpeded by international 

inspections. Beyond the potential strategic threat that a nuclearizing Iraq posed to U.S. 

interests in the region, heightened concerns also served a political function with the 

                                                
3 Gallup Poll, February 19-21, 1999. Retrieved November 12, 2015 from Roper Center for Public Opinion 
Research, iPOLL [USGALLUP.99FBU19.R28]. 
4 Chicago Council on Foreign Relations poll, February 1999. Retrieved November 2, 2015 from Polling the 
Nations.  
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approaching 2000 presidential election in the United States. On one side, Democratic 

presidential candidate, Vice President Al Gore and his running mate Senator Joseph 

Lieberman, continued to describe Iraq as a contained threat. Meanwhile, Republican 

candidates Bush and Cheney asserted that Hussein had outmaneuvered the Clinton 

administration on inspections, made a mockery of the sanctions, and was likely reviving 

his WMD programs that very moment. Bush described Clinton’s Iraq policy as a “failure” 

and identified it as his main policy difference with the administration in the Middle East 

(Bush 2000). Consequently, while growing debate internally encouraged policy continuity 

with respect to Iraq, it also sowed the seeds of policy change by making disagreements 

over Iraq more salient.  

Even as the Bush team called for more assertive policies toward Iraq, however, it 

showed little appetite for military intervention there. In August 1999 Bush argued that 

Hussein “is severely weak. He no longer has the influence that he had in the region. And I 

think we still need to contain the man” (CNN 1999). Cheney had a long legacy of opposing 

intervention in Iraq, and as recently as 2000 had argued that removing Saddam from power 

during the first Gulf War would have been the wrong decision and would have opened “a 

can of worms” (Cheney 2000). In his Senate confirmation hearings, incoming Secretary of 

State General Colin Powell described Iraq as “fundamentally a broken, weak country; one-

third the military force it had some 10 years ago” (C. Powell 2001). There appeared to be 

ample time to evaluate strategy with respect to Iraq. Condoleezza Rice’s national security 

agenda for the Bush campaign in 2000 proclaimed that Iraq and similar regimes were 

“living on borrowed time, so there need be no sense of panic about them” (Rice 2000). 
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3.3.3 Bush Takes Office and the Status Quo Intervention Policy Endures 

The nearly eight months between Bush’s inauguration on January 20, 2001 to 

September 11 saw enhanced interest in Iraq but gave no indication that intervention was 

on the agenda. Policymakers focused instead on increasing diplomatic and military 

pressure on Hussein’s regime—a course that represented a continuation of Clinton’s efforts 

since 1998. Upon entering office, President Bush expressed frustration with the sanctions, 

which he viewed as “Swiss cheese,” enabling Hussein to easily bypass restrictions and to 

fund his regime (Sanger and Bruni 2001). Rice, the new National Security Advisor, 

received a briefing about Iraq in early February, suggesting that the White House indeed 

viewed Iraq with concern (Tenet 2007, 303). That spring, Rice and Powell designed an 

approach focused on more targeted UN “smart sanctions” against Iraq, trying to selectively 

direct them at high-level Iraqi officials and key organizations while reducing adverse 

impact on the population. French and Russian resistance to the proposed draft language 

ultimately brought that effort to a standstill.  

Militarily, the administration sought to expand the no-fly zones as a way of increasing 

pressure on Iraq. In early February, Rice and her deputy at the NSC, Stephen Hadley, were 

briefed by the military about new proposed overflight routes that would venture closer to 

Baghdad. They approved the new plan, but only days later it resulted in an embarrassing 

incident for the administration. On February 16, while Bush was convening with President 

Vicente Fox in Guanajuato, Mexico, both he and Rice were caught off guard by news 

reports of heavy U.S. strikes in Baghdad. It turned out that a U.S. patrol plane following 
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the new overflight route was far closer to Baghdad than Rice and Hadley had realized, and 

consequently encountered Iraqi anti-aircraft fire. American forces in the region retaliated 

with air strikes. Though the strikes were widely perceived as a signal of Bush’s 

determination to hold Hussein accountable, they were in truth unplanned and an 

unwelcome distraction for Bush and his team, who felt “shell-shocked” (Rice 2011, 28). In 

spite of their substantial foreign policy expertise, neither Rice nor Hadley had significant 

domain experience with military operations. They subsequently failed to recognize what 

they did not know and made the mistake, captured by Hypothesis 4, of approving risky 

military action without fully realizing the variance in potential consequences that it 

entailed. Rice viewed this incident as a reminder of how failure to ask the right questions 

with respect to military force can result in unintended and damaging consequences (Rice 

2011, 29).  

During these early months, Wolfowitz, now acting as Rumsfeld’s deputy at the 

Pentagon, was nearly alone in the administration vocally advocating for serious 

consideration of a ground intervention in Iraq. When counterterrorism “czar” Richard 

Clarke called for action against al-Qaeda and Afghanistan in the summer of 2001, 

Wolfowitz insisted that a more immediate danger of terrorism emanated from Iraq and 

called for the creation of a large liberated enclave in southern Iraq (DeYoung 2006, 344–

345).  

For the most part, however, there were few signs prior to 9/11 that the Bush White 

House seriously contemplated military intervention. According to Rice, U.S. military 

intervention was never discussed in NSC meetings with the President during this period 
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(Rice 2011, 33). A June 1 principals committee meeting chaired by Rice to review Iraq 

policy options ended without any decisions (Gordon and Trainor 2006, 16). Similarly, Bush 

seemed to have little interest in Rumsfeld’s proposed July meeting to discuss forming a 

new strategy for dealing with Iraq (P. Baker 2013, 161). Other insiders came to a similar 

conclusion: “There wasn’t a ‘war party’ inside the Bush administration before 9/11,” 

Patrick Clawson, a Middle East expert later told Washington Post journalist Tom Ricks, 

“there really was just Wolfowitz, pleading for more attention to Iraq, and Wolfowitz’s 

former Pentagon aide, I. Lewis “Scooter” Libby […] listening supportively” (quoted in 

Ricks 2006, 26–27). 

Meanwhile, the threat emanating from al-Qaeda and other terrorist groups went 

unappreciated by members of the entering Bush administration. According to George 

Tenet, Bush’s Director of Central Intelligence (DCI), the CIA “had been warning about the 

threat at every opportunity,” including specific warnings concerning attacks on Wall Street 

and centers of government in Washington (Tenet 2007, 104). In an urgently requested 

meeting with Rice on July 10, a CIA team including Tenet, head of the CIA’s 

counterterrorism unit Cofer Black, and head of the CIA’s al-Qaeda unit Richard Blee, 

warned of imminent and “spectacular” al-Qaeda attacks in the United States. They called 

for immediate military action against al-Qaeda, but were stumped by the administration’s 

casual response (Whipple 2015). An August 6, 2001 CIA memo titled “Bin Laden 

Determined to Strike in US” did not contain new information but nevertheless emphasized 

that the CIA considered al-Qaeda attacks a real possibility and a high priority (Central 

Intelligence Agency 2001). Throughout the summer, Tenet later reported, “terrorists were 
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disappearing [into hiding]. Camps were closing. Threat reportings [were] on the rise” 

(Whipple 2015). In early September, National Security Council (NSC) counterterrorism 

adviser Richard Clarke, who was frustrated with the administration’s inaction, warned that 

“decision makers should imagine themselves on a future day when the [Counter Terrorism 

Group] has not succeeded in stopping [al-Qaeda] attacks and hundreds of Americans lay 

dead in several countries, including the US” (quoted in P. Baker 2013, 115). Rice’s own 

reflections on the August CIA Bin Laden memo, highlights the difficulty decision-makers 

faced seeing the situation clearly and dispelling the ambiguities in the intelligence they 

received: “Yes, everyone knew that bin Laden was determined to attack the United States. 

We were not told how he might carry out such an attack […]. The memo was the only 

[Presidential Daily Briefing, or PDB] item that addressed the homeland threat in the 192 

PDBs that the President had seen since assuming office. On August 6 the President was in 

Crawford and George Tenet was, as he put it to me in 2003, ‘on a beach in New Jersey.’ A 

homeland threat was simply not the focus of the myriad intelligence briefings the President 

received” (Rice 2011, 69). The predictable result of these ambiguities and lack of focused 

attention on al-Qaeda was inaction and hesitance.  

It therefore seems likely that, absent a major crisis, not much would have changed in 

U.S. intervention policy toward Iraq for some time to come. Intervention was not seriously 

considered in internal debates, and war plans had not been updated as one would have 

otherwise expected (Myers and McConnell 2010, 215). Moreover, there is no evidence of 

pre-9/11 concerns among decision-maker and in the intelligence community about a 

potential collaboration between al-Qaeda and Iraq. Ambiguity over Iraq’s WMD programs 



 

104 
 

and Iraqi domestic politics after 1998 encouraged delays and led decision-makers to focus 

on ambiguity-reduction mechanisms, such as improved intelligence gathering and “smart 

sanctions.” Even within the scope of the status quo intervention policy, there was a visible 

lull in U.S. military activity in Iraq since 1998, as without UN inspectors on the ground 

there were fewer opportunities for friction, as well as less intelligence on potential targets 

for strikes. Policy entrepreneurs with respect to both Iraq and al-Qaeda struggled to rally 

persuadables to support outright invasion because the ambiguities prevented the 

crystallization of an urgent need for action, and made it difficult to assess whether the 

available information represented substance or noise. Bush and his national security team 

continued to explore ways of undermining Hussein’s hold on power but did not initiate or 

further military plans for intervention—a fact that would become plainly evident once 

military planners were ordered to refresh OPLAN 1003-98 in the fall of 2001.  

 

3.4 The Bush Administration’s Response to 9/11 

On the morning of September 11, 2001, 19 al-Qaeda hijackers armed only with box 

cutters and other rudimentary weapons took control of four U.S. passenger airplanes. They 

flew two airplanes directly into the World Trade Center towers, which later collapsed, 

killing thousands in an instant. Another plane slammed into the Pentagon. The fourth flight, 

also intended for Washington, DC, was brought down in a Pennsylvania field after 

passengers rebelled. All told, 2,977 people died that day.  

The subsequent U.S. military intervention in Afghanistan in early October 2001 follows 

almost linearly from the 9/11 attacks. The Taliban regime in Afghanistan had harbored al-
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Qaeda and balked at U.S. demands to hand over Osama Bin Laden and his after the attacks. 

In the aftermath of the attacks, there was understandable concern about the potential for a 

“second wave” of attacks, as well as heightened fears about the relationship between 

terrorist groups and “failed” states. That the United States would act militarily against its 

attacker, much less inside a weak and ideologically hostile state, fits entirely within a risk 

environment logic. The 9/11 attacks did not shatter the well-worn convention that a state 

has the right to defend itself. 

Less well-understood is the path from the 9/11 attacks to the March 2003 U.S.-led 

intervention in Iraq. In spite of the abundance of information released since, analysts and 

scholars continue to struggle to lend coherence to the chain of events leading to war. The 

uncertainty aversion hypothesis provides a useful tool for understanding the events and 

processes that transpired. In this section, I find a chain of events that closely mirrors the 

one anticipated by the uncertainty aversion framework.     

 

3.4.1 Conventions Break Down and Fundamental Uncertainty Increases 

On the morning of the attacks, President Bush was at the Emma E. Booker Elementary 

School in Sarasota, Florida, observing a second-grade class as part of his effort to promote 

his No Child Left Behind education initiative. Upon entering the class, Bush had already 

heard initial reports that a plane crashed into one of the World Trade Center towers. At the 

time, he thought it was a tragic accident (Bush 2010). He received word of the second 

attack while seated in front of the young students and the gleaming lights of news cameras. 
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His chief of staff Andy Card reportedly whispered in his ear: “A second plane hit the second 

tower. America is under attack.” After some hesitation, he left the classroom, made some 

hurried remarks to a gathering of teachers, students, and parents, and rushed back to Air 

Force One. Cheney, who was at the White House, was quickly evacuated by the Secret 

Service along with Rice to a bunker underneath the East Wing. Sitting in his Pentagon 

office, Rumsfeld heard an explosion on the opposite side of the building, and then rushed 

to the scene to help care for the injured. Secretary Powell was in Lima, Peru, at a meeting 

with newly elected Peruvian president Alejandro Toledo, when he heard the news.  

Washington was in chaos. Administration officials did not know if other hijacked 

aircraft were still in the air, and there were confusing reports of explosions at the State 

Department. Government workers scrambled to contact their loved ones. The days and 

weeks that followed were filled with anxious trepidation of a second attack that everyone 

seemed certain would come. A week after the attacks, envelopes of anthrax powder began 

arriving at newsrooms and congressional mail facilities, and for some time they were 

believed to be part of al-Qaeda’s plot. Weeks later, White House detectors picked up on 

traces of the deadly botulinum toxin, raising concerns that Bush, Cheney, and others at the 

White House could have been exposed. After a few anxious days, it turned out to have been 

a false alarm. It would take many months before life in Washington would regain some 

semblance of normalcy.  

The 9/11 attacks were experienced by senior officials in the administration and the 

country as a whole as a serious shock that upended deeply held conventions. Rice describes 

in her memoirs operating during the early days after the attack “in a kind of fog, a virtual 
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state of shock” (Rice 2011, 1). In the aftermath of the attack, “No security issue ever looked 

quite the same again […]. Our entire concept of what constituted security had been shaken” 

(Rice 2011, 79). Presidential Daily Briefings presented a dire picture, in part because the 

intelligence community, having failed to anticipate the 9/11 attacks, now preferred to err 

on the side of caution and began including unconfirmed intelligence reports (P. Baker 2013, 

157). Policymakers constantly focused on what remained unknown. As one intelligence 

analyst put it, “The absence of solid information on additional threats was terrifying” 

(quoted in Tenet 2007, 343).  

While Bush was being ferried around from one airbase to the next, Cheney spent much 

of 9/11 as the central decision-maker at the White House. In the weeks that followed, he 

later recalled, “everyone expected a follow-on attack, and it was our job to stop it. We 

didn’t know what was coming next, but everything we did know in that autumn of 2001 

looked bad” (Cheney 2009). To make matters worse, the suspected exposure to the lethal 

botulinum and medical reports that his heart was failing put additional pressures on him. 

Many of his colleagues would later describe a changed man in the aftermath of 9/11. 

Cheney himself noted that “I'll freely admit that watching a coordinated, devastating attack 

on our country from an underground bunker at the White House can affect how you view 

your responsibilities” (Cheney 2009). He later acknowledged that the attacks left a deep 

imprint not only on his policy views, but his character and worldview as well: “It’s been 

alleged by some, by friends, that 9/11 did change Cheney. That when he was the Secretary 

of Defense in the first Bush administration he was a warm, pleasant, lovable fellow, and 
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he became more of a hard rock afterwards, and I think that’s probably true. It changed the 

way I looked at the world” (Cowan 2015).  

President Bush, too, experienced the attack as reality-changing shock the increased his 

level of uncertainty. To his communications adviser David Frum, in the early hours 

following the attack Bush “looked and sounded like the hunted, not the hunter” (P. Baker 

2013, 128). Bush would later recall:  

 

“I don’t think it was possible to anticipate the days ahead. I knew they’d be emotional, 

I thought they’d be consequential, [and] I knew I had to do my job but I wasn’t exactly 

sure how they would unfold. […] On September the 12th, after recovering from the 

initial shock of the day, people realized that we were in a different kind of war. This is 

a group of thugs who used American assets to kill thousands of citizens on our own 

soil. That was a new reality. One of the things that changed on September the 11th is 

the notion that we were protected by oceans. In the past conflict would take place in 

remote lands. We felt pretty secure at home. It became apparent that the shock was 

profound. […] I mean, our society in many aspects just shut down. The task at hand 

was, one, to recover from the attacks […] and, secondly, to begin to help the nation 

heal psychologically. […]  

It changed my presidency. I went from being a president that was primarily focused 

on domestic issues to a wartime president, something I never anticipated nor something 

I ever wanted to be. […] You really don’t know what it’s like to be a wartime president 

until the moment occurs” (Bush 2011).  
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In short, according to senior decision-makers, including Bush and Cheney, the 9/11 attacks 

were experienced as a moment of deep uncertainty about the range of possible outcomes 

and, derivatively, U.S. interests. An enduring convention according to which the 

continental United States was somehow sheltered from major attacks had been shattered. 

It was unclear if, when, and how the feared “second wave” attacks would hit—and what if 

anything could stop them. There was uncertainty about who was involved in planning the 

attack beyond al-Qaeda, which was of course central to articulating U.S. interests in this 

new odd world. All decision-makers knew for certain was that “a different kind of war” 

would be required, one whose contours could only be found by feeling one’s way through 

the darkness. This meant that whatever one did—even doing nothing at all—meant 

undertaking significant risks.  

 

3.4.2 The Search for A New Convention Begins and Risk-Seeking Intensifies 

For an administration that had been widely criticized for lacking a foreign policy vision, 

including the very morning of 9/11 (Abramowitz 2001), the attacks proved a powerful 

catalyzing force. Phillip Zelikow, who had served in the NSC under George H.W. Bush 

and was now advising Condoleezza Rica, described an “intoxicating sense of resolve and 

mission that wartime can bring to officialdom. […] Constantly improvising and inventing 

amid uncertainty and dilemmas, officials consciously steeled themselves to just make the 

call, take the chance” (Zelikow 2011, 106). Rice spoke of the “earthquake” of 9/11 and the 

opportunities to shape the world order “before the clay is dry again” (Rice 2002). Writing 
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weeks after the invasion of Afghanistan in the fall of 2001, Bill Keller of the New York 

Times told his readers that, days before the attacks, when he asked Powell about America’s 

role in the world, Powell spoke in obscure and abstract concepts. Now Powell was thriving 

in crisis mode and viewed the attacks as hitting the “reset button” on U.S. foreign policy. 

Keller concluded that, “America has not only moved, at long last, beyond the cold war but 

has also vaulted past the ‘post-cold-war period,’ that confusing interim search for purpose 

in a world without a center of gravity” (Keller 2001).  

During the weeks that followed the attacks, Bush and his advisers attempted to regain 

the initiative and make their determination visible to the public and to the world. There was 

little doubt that the United States would retaliate against al-Qaeda in Afghanistan, but in 

the absence of a clear organizing framework for thinking about the post-9/11 security 

environment, the path beyond Afghanistan was unclear. As Bush later acknowledged, “I 

didn’t have a strategy. I was living day by day” (Bush 2011). Zelikow observed that, “there 

was no well-developed framework either of politics or of institutions to help [the U.S. 

government] cope with this shock or handle the awful responsibility of judging how to 

avoid another. The agenda was swamped by a reactive, desperate push to mitigate the risk 

of another such catastrophe” (Zelikow 2011, 97). Whatever the strategy, Bush was 

determined to deliver it with resolve. As he later commented, “in times of uncertainty, any 

indication of doubt from the president ripples throughout the system” (Bush 2010, 199).  

Bush placed the first cornerstone for what became his administration’s new security 

strategy nine days after the attacks, in his speech before a joint session of Congress. Bush 

described 9/11 as an attack on “freedom itself.” He noted that the intelligence pointed 
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directly at al-Qaeda, but added that al-Qaeda was part of a broader network of terrorist 

organizations. “Our enemy is a radical network of terrorists,” he declared and then slowed 

down for emphasis, “and every government who supports them. Our war on terror begins 

with al-Qaeda, but it doesn’t end there. It will not end until every terrorist group of global 

reach has been found, stopped, and defeated” (Bush 2001; emphasis added). Gradually 

over the course of the next year, this new global war on terror, or GWOT, would be defined 

and extended, until it became codified in the 2002 National Security Strategy. Still, that 

day a new foreign policy convention was born. It took catastrophic terrorist attacks on the 

United States not simply as a serious threat but a likely outcome, and defined unilateral 

preventive and preemptive action against state sponsors of terrorist groups as a legitimate 

strategy. By so doing, it increased the likelihood of intervention in every state that had been 

known to support anti-American militant and terrorist groups. Iraq was high on that list. 

Bush’s first publicly-known discussion of Iraq after the attacks took place that 

afternoon, aboard Air Force One. Bush was on his way from the Barksdale Air Force Base 

in Louisiana to the Offutt Air Force Base in Nebraska, home to the U.S. Strategic 

Command Center. During the flight, Bush asked his CIA briefer, Michael Morell, 

regarding who he believed was responsible for the attacks. Morell identified Iraq and Iran 

as capable of carrying out such attacks, but quickly noted that, “both have everything to 

lose and nothing to gain. […] If I had to guess I’d put a lot of money on the table that it 

was al-Qaeda” (quoted in P. Baker 2013, 128). In a small “War Cabinet” meeting the 

afternoon of September 12, Rumsfeld first raised the prospect of launching air strikes 

against Iraq. Building on Rumsfeld’s argument, Cheney pointed out that it would be easier 
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to strike state sponsors of terrorism than the terrorists themselves. Powell pushed back, 

arguing that going after Iraq would waste the substantial international goodwill the United 

States now enjoyed. At the conclusion of the meeting Bush asked counterterrorism adviser 

Clarke to investigate a possible relationship between Iraq and the previous day’s attacks 

(DeYoung 2006, 348). A puzzled Clarke responded that al-Qaeda was the perpetrator, to 

which Bush responded “I know, I know, but see if Saddam was involved” (quoted in P. 

Baker 2013, 135). 

A similar dynamic played out among the American public, partly preceding elite cues. 

Seemingly overnight, Americans became far most risk acceptant, far less sensitive to costs, 

and ready, even eager, to strike at any adversary, regardless of evidence for its involvement 

in the 9/11 attacks. A poll conducted just two days after the attack showed that 78 percent 

of Americans believed it was very or somewhat likely that Saddam Hussein was personally 

involved in planning the attacks.5 Days later, another poll found that more than seven in 10 

Americans blamed Iraq “a great deal” for the attacks or assigned it moderate blame. A 

Gallup poll fielded 10 days after the attack, and possibly the first poll to posit the question, 

found that 73 percent favored direct military action against Iraq, not much lower than the 

82 percent who supported similar action in Afghanistan. Regardless of the target, 85 

percent of respondents in a USA Today poll supported some form of immediate military 

action, and continued to support it even when reminded of possible negative consequences, 

such as paying higher taxes (84 percent), oil and gas shortages (79 percent), a prolonged 

economic recession (78 percent), and encouraging further terrorist attacks (78 percent). 

                                                
5 Time/CNN/Harris Interactive Poll, September 13, 2001. Retrieved October 25, 2015 from Roper Center for 
Public Opinion Research, iPOLL [USHARRIS.Y091401.R26]. 
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When asked whether they would support the campaign against terrorism if they knew that 

5,000 U.S. troops would be killed, 76 percent answered in the affirmative.6 President 

Bush’s approval ratings soared from 51 percent on the eve of the attacks to 86 percent the 

following week.7 

Therefore, within only hours and days of the attacks, the public began to rally not 

simply around the flag and the President but around a more aggressive intervention policy, 

with Iraq identified as a likely target. Iraq was in many ways a natural focal point, with its 

history of hostility, the 9/11 celebrations on its official national television broadcasts, and 

Iraq’s record of supporting Palestinian groups. Even prior to the 9/11 attacks, 47 percent 

of Americans viewed Iraq as an enemy, and 71 percent had viewed it as a moderate or 

serious threat to the United States.8 They simply did not believe it warranted a full-scale 

U.S. intervention before 9/11.  

After 9/11, one of the things that made Iraq a particularly appealing focal point for 

many Americans was its continued reliance on strategic ambiguity. The uncertainty around 

Iraq’s WMD programs made any number of interpretations of its motives and covert 

activities plausible. Prior to the 9/11 attacks, it seemed to matter greatly to U.S. decision-

maker which of these interpretations was true. But in their hypervigilant post-crisis state, 

                                                
6 Gallup Poll, October 4, 2001. Retrieved October 25, 2015 from Polling the Nations. Another poll carried 
out three weeks later founded nearly identical support (71 percent); see Time/CNN/Harris Interactive Poll, 
October 12, 2001. Retrieved October 25, 2015 from Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, iPOLL 
[USHARRIS.Y101301.R13]. Incidentally, by the time U.S. casualties in Iraq and Afghanistan reached 5,000 in 
January 2009, only 38 percent believed the war in Iraq had been worth fighting—exactly half the original 
support. ABC News/Washington Post, January 13-16, 2009. Retrieved October 25, 2015 from Roper Center 
for Public Opinion Research, iPOLL [USABCWP.011809.R30]. 
7 “Poll shows solid backing for Bush's handling of attack,” USA Today, September 17, 2001, A4. 
8 Gallup poll, June 6, 2000; Time/CNN poll, June 16, 2000. Both Retrieved October 25, 2015 from Polling 
the Nations (http://www.orspub.com/). 
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they were far more likely to assume the worst. If Iraq had nothing to hide, why did it kick 

out weapons inspectors and limit access to its facilities? Tenet recalled that, “we thought it 

implausible that someone like Saddam would risk the destruction of his regime over 

noncompliance with UN resolutions” unless he had something to hide (Tenet 2007, 45-46).  

Later, in the FBI’s interviews with Hussein, it would emerge that Saddam felt 

compelled to use strategic ambiguity. His political and personal survival depended on the 

careful balancing of two competing risks. The first risk, of continued sanctions, a U.S. 

invasion, or attempts to decapitate his regime, required signals confirming that Iraq WMD 

program had been dismantled. Yet the second risk, stemming from the reasonable fear that 

the United States, Iran, and his own population and generals would view the nonexistence 

of Iraqi WMD as signs of weakness, required keeping open the possibility that WMD 

programs were alive and active. Hussein believed that president George H.W. Bush’s 

decision not to push into Iraq in 1991 was driven by fears of its chemical and biological 

weapons, emphasizing their deterrent effect (Duelfer 2004, 8-9). A second motivation for 

Iraq’s strategic ambiguity was Hussein’s hope that he would be able trade his illusory 

WMD in exchange for ending international sanctions and establishing friendlier relations 

with the United States. Early after the 1991 war, Hussein leaned toward completely 

dismantling his WMD programs as a way of putting a swift end to international sanctions. 

But as the inspections intensified, he became convinced that they were designed to weaken 

Iraq and gave up hope that transparency would end them (Duelfer 2004). On several 

occasions, Hussein’s envoys used Iraq’s WMD program as a bargaining chip in attempts 

to lure the United States to the negotiating table (Duelfer 2004, 4).  
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After 9/11, Hussein underestimated the Americans’ determination to attack Iraq and 

overestimated the Europeans’ power to stop such an attack. He therefore continued to 

embrace strategic ambiguity, believing it would protect his regime. What he failed to 

understand was that, as detailed in Section 2.5.3, strategic ambiguity can be a dangerous 

weapon to wield against an adversary confronting fundamental uncertainty. Had he 

correctly perceived the effects of 9/11 on American willingness to invade his country, 

perhaps he could have averted the invasion. 

Regardless of fundamental uncertainty, it was entirely reasonable for U.S. intelligence 

to assume that Iraq still maintained WMD. Even most those who opposed the intervention 

conceded that this was likely the case, at least insofar as it concerned chemical and 

biological weapons. This was the case even before the 9/11 attacks. What was striking in 

the post-9/11 environment was how quickly decision-makers assigned entirely different 

outcome ranges and payoff values to information that essentially remained unchanged.        

In sum, the immediate response of key officials and the American public to the 9/11 

attacks is suggestive of the dynamic described by the uncertainty aversion framework. Both 

Bush and Cheney have described the attacks as having changed their outlook considerably, 

with Cheney acknowledging a change in his character and worldview. Bush would later 

claim that while his administration supported the overall goal of regime change in Iraq, 

before 9/11 “we were dealing with ‘Desert Badger’9 or fly-overs and fly-betweens and 

looks, and so we were fashioning policy along those lines. And then all of a sudden 

                                                
9 Desert Badger was the U.S. plan for responding if Iraq successfully shot down a U.S. plane patrolling the 
no-fly zone.   
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September the 11th hit” (Stevenson 2004). In addition, both Bush and Cheney have had a 

difficult time articulating why the 9/11 attacks would have necessitated such a radical 

change in policy with respect to Iraq. None of the fundamentals had changed. Al-Qaeda’s 

intent and determination to strike U.S. targets, the likelihood of large-scale attacks on U.S. 

soil, and the ambiguity surrounding Hussein’s WMD program—all were well known to 

them prior to the attacks. The attacks did not make a relationship between Iraq and al-

Qaeda more likely. Arguably, it made it less likely, as Hussein probably knew that any 

association with Bin Laden after the attacks would substantially increase the likelihood of 

a U.S. invasion. The only new information provided by the attacks was the ease with which 

a very low cost non-state operation could cause such catastrophic outcomes. But this 

insight should have pointed the administration in the opposite direction from concerns 

about Iraq providing relatively sophisticated and expensive dirty bombs to al-Qaeda. For 

Clarke, who was in the White House the day of the attacks, the problem was that “when 

Bush's inner circle first really came to grips with the threat of terrorism, they did so in a 

state of shock—a bad state in which to develop a coherent response. Fearful of new attacks, 

they authorized the most extreme measures available, without assessing whether they were 

really a good idea” (Clarke 2009). The uncertainty aversion framework suggests, however, 

that a key reason so few bothered to assess what was a good idea was that it was difficult 

to determine what was “good.” Improvisation and risk were inescapable, including in 

adhering to old conventions.    
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3.4.3 The Policy Entrepreneurs Mobilize and the New Convention Crystalizes 

With a widening and urgent search for new conventions, the cards were finally stacked 

in favor of policy entrepreneurs advocating for military intervention in Iraq. Still, in order 

to bring persuadables over to their side, Iraq policy entrepreneurs had to offer a compelling 

narrative with the promise of reducing future fundamental uncertainty. The narrative Iraq 

policy entrepreneurs initially chose, proposing a possible link between Iraq and 9/11, failed 

to gain much traction. It would take them two additional months, but they soon found the 

narrative they had been looking for.    

Immediately after the 9/11 attacks, a core group of Iraq policy entrepreneurs with the 

Vice President’s ear—and increasingly, his support—began advocating for war. This group 

included Rumsfeld, Wolfowitz, Douglas Feith, and Richard Perle in the Pentagon, and 

Libby in the White House. “After 9/11, everything changed,” Tenet recalled. 

“[Administration officials] seized on the emotional impact of 9/11 and created a 

psychological connection between the failure to act decisively against [al-Qaeda] and the 

danger posed by Iraq’s WMD programs” (Tenet 2007, 305). Days after the attacks, Perle 

told a surprised Tenet: “Iraq has to pay a price for what happened. They bear responsibility” 

(Tenet 2007, xix). At the Pentagon, Feith complained that military planners scrambling to 

prepare for an invasion of Afghanistan were neglecting Iraq (Gordon and Trainor 2006, 

17).  

Such incidents surprised military and intelligence officials, because the intelligence 

tying Iraq to al-Qaeda was very thin. During the 1990s, Bin Laden supported anti-Hussein 

Islamist groups in Iraqi Kurdistan. Iraq had rebuffed a proposal from al-Qaeda in 1995 to 
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establish training camps in its territory, and did so again in 1997. The only loose link 

between Iraq and al-Qaeda known at the time was Iraq’s apparent tolerance toward Ansar 

al-Islam, an al-Qaeda affiliate operating in the Kurdish-controlled northern Iraq, which 

targeted Kurds (National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the United States 2004, 

61). Intelligence agencies never believed that Iraq was involved in planning or coordinating 

the 9/11 attacks and had only some circumstantial evidence of possible links to al-Qaeda 

operatives. Yet this presumed link, based largely on unconfirmed raw intelligence, would 

become a major part of the entrepreneurs’ case for war.  

During a meeting of the war cabinet about al-Qaeda and Afghanistan at Camp David 

on September 15, 2001, Wolfowitz made the case for intervening in Iraq given its past 

support for terrorism. He argued that, compared to Iraq, a war in Afghanistan against an 

amorphous enemy would be too uncertain. He estimated that there was a 10 to 50 percent 

chance that Iraq was complicit in the attacks, and called for direct military action against 

it. Bush viewed the remarks as a distraction, and others showed limited interest and even 

annoyance (Woodward 2002, 83–85; P. Baker 2013, 144; Tenet 2007, 306). Powell 

countered Wolfowitz’s remarks by arguing again, as he had three days earlier, that 

attacking Iraq at that sensitive juncture would spell an end to the emerging international 

coalition. At the end of the meeting, when Bush, Cheney, Rice, Powell, and Rumsfeld 

voted whether to include Iraq in the immediate plans for retaliation, none of them voted in 

favor (Rumsfeld abstained) (Woodward 2002, 91; Tenet 2007, 307). Later that afternoon, 

Cheney reaffirmed the need to focus on Afghanistan: “If we go after Saddam Hussein, we 

lose our rightful place as good guy” (P. Baker 2013, 145). On Meet the Press the following 
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morning, when asked by host Tim Russert about possible action against Iraq, Cheney 

reiterated this position: “the focus is over here on al-Qaida and the most recent events in 

New York. Saddam Hussein’s bottled up, at this point, but clearly, we continue to have a 

fairly tough policy where the Iraqis are concerned” (Cheney 2015). For the time being, it 

seemed, Iraq was off the table.  

Despite this early setback, the tenacity of the Iraq intervention entrepreneurs soon paid 

off. The evening following their September 15 Camp David meeting, Wolfowitz had a side 

conversation with the President. Bush complained that intervention plans for Iraq lacked 

creativity. In response, Wolfowitz presented his long-favored solution: a takeover of Iraq’s 

southern, oil-rich region in order to suffocate Iraq’s economy and serve as a base of 

operations for anti-Hussein insurgents (Gordon and Trainor 2006, 19). In a September 17 

cabinet meeting, Bush said he believed that Iraq was somehow involved in the 9/11 attacks, 

but felt that attacking it would be detrimental at that juncture and without further evidence 

(Woodward 2002, 99). When Clarke reported back to Bush, finding no “compelling case” 

of Iraqi involvement in the 9/11 attacks, Bush dismissed the memo and asked Tenet for 

more information (P. Baker 2013, 149). During a visit three days later by British Prime 

Minister Tony Blair, Bush again rejected immediate action but commented that after 

Afghanistan, “we must come back to Iraq” (P. Baker 2013, 152).  

Across the Potomac, Iraq intervention entrepreneurs were shifting into higher gear. 

Already on September 13, Rumsfeld ordered a team of army commanders to quickly draw 

up a plan for taking over southern Iraqi oil fields, consistent with Wolfowitz’s vision 

(Gordon and Trainor 2006, 21–22). It is unclear if Bush was aware of Rumsfeld’s initiative, 
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but on September 26 he ordered Rumsfeld to secretly begin refreshing war plans for Iraq. 

Planning would fall to CENTCOM, led by General Tommy Franks. The plan was initially 

to follow the vision Wolfowitz laid out to the President: capturing the southern part of Iraq 

to increase pressure on Hussein’s regime until it imploded.  

By early November 2001, however, it was beginning to become clear that the supposed 

link between Iraq and 9/11 was improbable. Policy entrepreneurs inside and outside the 

administration soon began shifting their strategy. A trickling of op-eds the previous month 

had suggested thinking bigger: a full-scale intervention in Iraq, not because of Iraq’s 

doubtful complicity in the 9/11 attacks, but because of the potential that Iraq would hand 

over some of its WMD to al-Qaeda in the future (Safire 2001; R. Cohen 2001).10 This line 

of argument was first mentioned offhandedly by Cheney in a briefing with Tenet in late 

November 2001. Tenet and his aides were meeting with the President and Vice President 

to discuss what was known about al-Qaeda’s efforts to obtain WMD. Tenet recalls, 

approvingly, that Cheney remarked: “If there’s a one percent chance that they [have a 

nuclear weapon], you have to pursue it as if it were true” (Tenet 2007, 264–265). By itself, 

the statement is unsurprising. The potential for devastation if a violent extremist group 

acquired nuclear materials could be so high, that even a very small probability would be 

intolerable. But the implications of the statement for U.S. strategy and Iraq in particular 

would be far-reaching. If there was a one percent chance that Iraq would provide nuclear 

materials to a terrorist organization—which, in the absence of clear metrics for measuring 

                                                
10 Rumsfeld had already encouraged Bush to use the threat of terrorists with WMD to bolster public support 
for the invasion in Afghanistan, claiming the issue would be “an energizer for the American people” 
(Woodward 2002, 106). 
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probabilities meant, in essence, any chance—the United States would treat it as if it were 

certain to happen.  

This “one percent doctrine,” as it would later be called by some (e.g., Suskind 2004), 

provided the logical basis for ignoring all disconfirming information and evidence 

concerning Iraqi WMD and potential links to al-Qaeda. Anything less than the removal of 

Hussein from power meant that there would be an unacceptable risk, however small, that 

he would eventually hand over WMD to al-Qaeda or another group to be used against the 

United States. Three months after Cheney’s closed-door remark, Rumsfeld repeated his 

own version of the “one percent doctrine” before the national media. In a February 2002 

news briefing with reporters, a reporter asked about the apparent lack of evidence linking 

Iraq to al-Qaeda, to which Rumsfeld replied:  

 

Reports that say something hasn’t happened are always interesting to me because, as 

we know, there are known unknowns. There are things we know we know. We also 

know there are known unknowns—that is to say, we know there are some things we do 

not know. But there are also unknown unknowns—the ones we don’t know we don’t 

know (Rumsfeld 2002a). 

 

Rumsfeld was attempting to convey the idea that, when the risks are very high, one should 

assume the worst in the face of fundamental uncertainty. In his 2011 memoir, Rumsfeld 

makes this link clear by pointing to 9/11: “Nineteen hijackers using commercial airlines as 
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guided missiles to incinerate three thousand men, women, and children was perhaps the 

most horrific single unknown unknown America has experienced” (Rumsfeld 2011, xiv; 

emphasis added). The corollary appeared to be that the United States could not afford to 

hesitate simply because it did not know. In September 2002, the administration would 

formalize the argument using more vivid imagery. As Rice told Wolf Blitzer in September 

2002, “the problem here is that there will always be some uncertainty about how quickly 

[Hussein] can acquire nuclear weapons. But we don't want the smoking gun to be a 

mushroom cloud” (“Interview With Condoleezza Rice” 2002).11 Bush repeated a variant of 

this statement on October 7, 2002 at a speech in Cincinnati, Ohio: “Facing clear evidence 

of peril we cannot wait for the final proof—the smoking gun—that could come in the form 

of a mushroom cloud” (Bush 2002b). 

With this new guiding narrative, in late November 2001 Rumsfeld asked Franks to 

sketch out a more comprehensive approach to taking on Hussein directly—a full-scale 

intervention in Iraq. Building on the most recent war plan for Iraq, OPLAN 1003-98, 

Franks’ initial plan called for an invasion force of 385,000 troops, but Rumsfeld insisted 

on a much leaner approach. Franks then revised the plan to include an initial invasion force 

of only 145,000, which would later be supplemented by 130,000 additional troops for a 

total of 275,000. When Franks presented the plan to Bush on December 28 at the 

president’s ranch in Crawford, Texas, Powell raised concerns over the low number of 

troops, but Bush signaled that he was broadly encouraged by the plan’s direction (Gordon 

                                                
11 The “smoking gun/mushroom cloud” rhetorical device was White House speech writer Michael 
Gerson’s brainchild. He had mentioned in an early September meeting and Rice took a liking to it.  
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and Trainor 2006, 32–36). The plan would later be whittled down to as few as 250,000 

total troops. Incidentally, to prevent Hussein from preparing adequately as the United 

States amassed forces on its borders, the plan relied on strategic ambiguity: it called for 

moving military assets in and out of the Gulf region to confuse the Iraqis about U.S. 

intentions (Gordon and Trainor 2006, 54–55). 

In his January 29, 2002 State of the Union address, Bush for the first time provided 

public confirmation that Iraq was firmly in his sights. Describing Iraq, along with Iran and 

North Korea, as an “Axis of Evil,” Bush focused on its weapons of mass destruction: “By 

seeking weapons of mass destruction, these regimes pose a grave and growing 

danger. They could provide these arms to terrorists, giving them the means to match their 

hatred. They could attack our allies or attempt to blackmail the United States. In any of 

these cases, the price of indifference would be catastrophic” (Bush 2002a). Soon thereafter 

the administration provided more than $100 million for covert operations against Hussein’s 

regime (Woodward 2002, 329). 

Despite Bush’s attention to Iraq and preparations for a possible war, however, there is 

no evidence that during these early months he had made the decision to launch a full-scale 

ground invasion of Iraq. By most indications, at this stage Bush’s increasing determination 

to deal with Hussein could still have taken shape as intense diplomatic pressures, aerial 

strikes, or coup attempts.  

By contrast to Bush, however, in the early months of 2002 Cheney appeared to have 

become increasingly transfixed with Iraq. According to Woodward, Powell later observed 

in Cheney “a sad transformation. The cool operator from the first Gulf War just would not 
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let go. Cheney now had an unhealthy fixation. Nearly every conversation or reference came 

back to al-Qaeda and trying to nail the connection with Iraq. […]. Cheney took intelligence 

and converted uncertainty and ambiguity into fact” (Woodward 2004, 292). In January, 

Wolfowitz, Feith, and Cheney’s Chief of Staff Libby established an internal intelligence 

unit inside the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) devoted to building the case for 

military intervention in Iraq. Its objective was to provide incoming intelligence a more 

critical review than that provided by the CIA and State, both of which were deemed overly 

optimistic in their interpretations (DeYoung 2006, 396–398). Throughout that spring and 

early summer, members of this team poured over raw intelligence reports for any evidence 

suggesting that Iraq was revitalizing its WMD program.  

Much of their attention narrowed in on two reports: the first was an unconfirmed report 

that Iraq had purchased 500 tons of “yellowcake” uranium oxide from Niger in 1999, and 

the second described an early 2001 attempt by Iraq to procure aluminum tubes from China. 

In both instances, intelligence agencies were deeply divided in their interpretation of the 

reports, with the CIA and the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) viewing the reports as 

confirming Iraqi efforts to procure nuclear-related material and technology, the Bureau of 

Intelligence and Research (INR) at State expressing skepticism, and the Department of 

Energy (DOE) wavering between both positions (U.S. Senate Select Committee on 

Intelligence 2004). With respect to the yellowcake allegation, INR analysts were skeptical 

of the technical feasibility of such an exchange, given French control of Niger’s uranium, 

as well as the grave risks it would have brought Nigerien officials. A CIA-backed visit by 

former ambassador Joseph Wilson to Niger in late February and early March 2002 cast 
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additional doubt on the allegations, with Wilson suggesting that the draft agreement 

provided to the intelligence community was possibly a forgery. The IC remained uncertain 

and conflicted about the reports for some time, and although it was ultimately included in 

the body of the October 2002 National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) on Iraq, by that time 

the CIA began doubting the yellowcake allegation (U.S. Senate Select Committee on 

Intelligence 2004, 54–56). In his January 2003 State of the Union address, Bush made 

mention of British reports that Iraq had attempted to procure yellowcake from Niger, but 

otherwise the administration declined to use the information at the urging of IC principals 

on a number of occasions, including Secretary Powell’s speech at the UN a week later.  

Allegations that Iraq’s attempted procurement of aluminum tubes was meant for gas 

centrifuges for nuclear weapons proved more divisive and central to the administration’s 

case against Iraq. The CIA and DIA assessed that the tubes were indeed designed for 

nuclear weapons. Analysts at the DOE and INR, by contrast, pointed out that their size 

suggested a conventional military purpose. Despite these disagreements, the October 2002 

NIE downplayed these disagreements, and throughout the pre-invasion period Iraq war 

hawks presented the aluminum tubes issue as irrefutable evidence that Hussein was 

reviving his nuclear program, including in the President’s January 2003 State of the Union 

address (Bush 2003).12  

In addition to heightening attention to controversial raw intelligence, the improvised 

civilian intelligence unit at the OSD had another effect: it placed intelligence analysts on 

                                                
12 Powell’s UN speech on February 5, 2003 mentioned the aluminum tubes allegation but acknowledged 
different intelligence interpretations concerning their purpose (C. Powell 2003) 
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the defensive. Their inability to find conclusive evidence of Iraq’s expanding WMD 

programs was construed as a failure, implicitly but powerfully biasing their approach to 

the intelligence (P. Baker 2013, 222). Ultimately, this pressure would lead to a hastily 

written NIE in 2002, and an even more poorly conceived public summary of the report, 

which conveyed much greater confidence and unanimity about Iraq’s WMD efforts than 

there existed in practice (Tenet 2007; P. Baker 2013, 222–223).          

By most accounts, the tipping point in Bush’s thinking about intervention arrived 

during the summer of 2002 (Tenet 2007, 309). In early July, when NSC Director of Policy 

Planning Richard Haass expressed concern to Rice about the possible intervention in Iraq, 

she indicated “essentially, that that decision’s been made, don’t waste your breath” 

(Lemann 2003). Around the same time, Sir Richard Dearlove, the Director of the British 

intelligence service, MI6, noted following his visit to the White House, “a perceptible 

change in attitude” and concluded that a U.S. invasion to topple Hussein had become 

“inevitable.” But, he cautioned, “the intelligence and facts were being fixed around policy. 

[…] There was little discussion in Washington of the aftermath after military action” 

(Rycroft 2002). In early August, Franks cautioned his staff that they needed to be prepared 

at any moment for an order to begin deploying assets to prepare for intervention of Iraq 

with an end goal of regime change (Gordon and Trainor 2006, 76).  

Thus, within a relatively short period, policy entrepreneurs in the administration were 

able to persuade first Cheney, and then, with Cheney’s help, President Bush, to support a 

full intervention in Iraq. In Section 2.3.3, I describe three types of leaders—the policy 

entrepreneur, the policy conservative, and the persuadable. Bush followed the latter, 
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persuadable pattern. Before 9/11, Bush’s heightened interest in Iraq and desire to take more 

assertive steps against Hussein, albeit short of direct intervention, suggested that he was 

persuadable but had not yet been convinced of the need for intervention. After 9/11, trusted 

policy entrepreneurs such as Cheney—himself recently “converted”—offered a plausible 

narrative with compelling certitude. Meanwhile, direct and indirect pressures by members 

of the administration resulted in exaggerated IC confidence regarding a few debatable 

pieces of intelligence. This then created a type of blowback effect, feeding the 

administration’s confidence in its own narrative.  

 

3.4.4 The Embrace of Certitude 

One of the unique markers of fundamental uncertainty is actors’ embrace of certitude 

and their intolerance for doubt and debate. From a standard rationalist perspective, such 

intolerance can be puzzling if actors have the time to process and evaluate information, and 

have no rational basis to dismiss information’s value. The 16 months separating September 

2001 from March 2003 provided ample time, and yet remarkably little debate took place. 

Tenet recalls that “there was never a serious debate that I know of within the administration 

about the imminence of the Iraqi threat. […] Nor was there ever a significant discussion 

regarding enhanced containment or the costs and benefits of such an approach versus full-

out planning for overt and covert regime change” (Tenet 2007, 305). A series of NSC-led 

interagency meetings explored many aspects of a possible invasion of Iraq, but never 
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centered on the basic desirability of going to war (Tenet 2007, 308).13 Secretary Powell, 

one of the chief architects of containment and a skeptic of the need for intervention, “never 

advised against the Iraq invasion, although he had warned Bush of the difficulties and 

counseled patience” (DeYoung 2006, 5). Nearly all of the old concerns about sectarian 

strife, “owning” Iraq, and emboldening Iran seemed to have evaporated in private 

deliberations involving the president. Instead, debates focused on tactical issues of how to 

best carry out the invasion and initial occupation (Ricks 2006, 42–43). 

This lack of debate cannot be attributed to the of lack of conflicting information. Before 

and after 9/11, there were reportedly only a handful of sources claiming that Iraq was still 

actively pursuing its WMD program, including the so-called “curveball,” another Iraqi 

defector known as al-Asaaf, and an unidentified senior person in the upper echelons of the 

Iraqi regime who is mentioned in Tenet’s memoir (Tenet 2007, 330–331). Curveball was 

accessed only by German intelligence, and serious questions regarding his credibility had 

been raised inside the U.S. IC. Al-Asaaf was likewise delivered to the intelligence 

community by the Iraqi National Congress (INC), which was among the principal 

                                                
13 There is just one reported case in which Bush offhandedly solicited Condoleezza Rice’s opinion about 
intervention in a principals meeting in December 2002, when intervention was already a near certainty. She 
simply responded that intervention appeared to be necessary, and no further discussion ensued (DeYoung 
2006). In her subsequent memoir, Rice maintains that there was a meeting in September 2002 during which 
President Bush and senior members of the administration discussed the invasion and were unanimous in their 
support. Rice has offered few details about the meeting, but she may have been referring to a meeting 
described in Bob Woodward’s Bush at War, which took place on September 7, 2002. According to 
Woodward, that debate focused on the need for a UN resolution, not the logic and need for an intervention. 
It may be that Rice is mixing that meeting with the NSC principals meeting the preceding day, which did not 
include the president, in which Cheney and Powell reportedly engaged in a heated back-and-forth over the 
UN route, and in which Powell also questioned the consequences of intervention (Woodward 2002, 345–
347). At any rate, by most indications, any discussion of the merits of intervention at that stage would have 
been greatly limited by the perception, which key decision-makers shared, that the fundamental decision to 
intervene had already been made. Around that time, Rice herself suggested as much to Woodward (2002, 
349–350)  
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organizations advocating an invasion and whose credibility was widely questioned by 

intelligence analysts. Reports of Iraqi attempts to acquire yellowcake from Niger, and 

aluminum tubes from China, as discussed above, raised significant flags. Meanwhile, 

countervailing evidence was ignored, including the testimony of Hussein Kamel, Hussein’s 

son-in-law, who had told investigators after his defection in 1995 that much of Iraq’s 

capabilities had been dismantled. Intelligence analysts likewise dismissed the failure of 

United Nations (UN) inspectors to find evidence or WMD activities in the months 

preceding the 2003 invasion as simply an indication that Iraq had become quite effective 

in concealing the evidence (Jervis 2011, 136). 

Still, with respect to Iraqi WMD actions, it was not unreasonable to assume that Iraq’s 

reluctance to cooperate with international weapons inspectors, and subsequently the lack 

of information and consensus, stemmed from its desire to prevent detection of a secret 

WMD program. Even the scholars’ New York Times letter opposing the war did not 

question the possibility that Iraq had been pursuing WMD. The one-percent doctrine also 

made it plausible that, as improbable as an Iraqi handover of WMD to al-Qaeda or a 

different terrorist organization might seem, one should operate as if this was reality.  

More puzzling was the lack of debate over the consequences of intervention which, as 

we have seen, were not only well known to actors but highlighted by Cheney, Rice, and 

others prior to the 9/11 attacks. Two important efforts by government officials to anticipate 

the worst had little impact. The first, undertaken by the State Department, was the Future 

of Iraq Project, which tried to predict challenges in the aftermath of intervention and to 

identify effective solutions. Rumsfeld found the project’s outcome only mildly helpful, as 
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“there were no operational steps outlined in them nor any detailed suggestions about how 

to handle various problems. […] I was not aware of an effort by any senior official at State 

to present these papers for interagency review or evaluation, as would certainly have been 

needed had they been intended as a plan” (Rumsfeld 2011, 486). At Secretary Powell’s 

direction, Assistant Secretary of State William Burns and his deputy Ryan Crocker also 

compiled a long memorandum listing the various possible negative consequences if the 

invasion and the post-war transition did not go according to plan. The list, which remains 

classified, included ethno-religious tensions, regional competition to shape the new Iraqi 

government, and the need to look after an already impoverished population (DeYoung 

2006, 459–460). There is no indication that the memo had much of an impact on internal 

debates within the administration, nor on war planning at the Defense Department.  

A second attempt to generate debate over the consequences of war was made by 

Rumsfeld in October 2002, in a memo that later became known as the “Parade of Horribles” 

(Rumsfeld 2002b). The memo listed 29 “types of problems that could result from 

intervention in Iraq,” many of which would later materialize. The list identified, among 

others, the risk that U.S. military commitments in Iraq would limit its ability to respond to 

other serious threats (#8); the risk of failure to find WMD (#13); higher than expected Iraqi 

civilian and U.S. troop casualties (#14 and 15); failure to find Hussein (#16); failure to 

effectively manage post-Hussein Iraq “to the benefit of Iran” (#17); that occupation would 

take “8 to 10 years” rather than the anticipated two to four years (#19); and sectarian 

hostilities (#27). Reflecting back on his memo, Rumsfeld observed that “My memo did not 

argue for or against military action in Iraq. That was not the intent. […] I wrote the memo 
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because I was uneasy that, as a government, we had not yet fully examined a broad enough 

spectrum of possibilities. Unfortunately […] there was never a systematic review of my 

list to the NSC” (Rumsfeld 2011, 480–481) 

There are a number of possible explanations for this lack of true debate and planning, 

even when concerns were raised. A first explanation, proposed by Rumsfeld, was that Bush 

and his team were reluctant to conduct serious planning because it might “signal that 

America considered war inevitable,” derailing diplomatic efforts (Rumsfeld 2011, 486). A 

second explanation was that this type of large-scale interagency planning process was 

doomed to fail in a bureaucracy as complex as the United States Government. Bureaucratic 

politics, as well as inadvertent miscommunication, prevented an efficient channeling of 

concerns and solutions. Both explanations are plausible, and at least the second likely 

played an important independent role. Yet neither answers basic questions, such as why 

there could be ample and high level planning for the immediate war but not for the 

reconstruction, or why actors such as Powell and Rumsfeld had to try to initiate these 

debates themselves rather than have an organized planning process. If not Bush, then 

certainly Cheney was well aware of the potential risks. Why did they not do more to 

prepare?         

A third explanation that helps answer these questions is that Bush and Cheney truly 

believed in the narrative they advanced, according to which the United States would be 

welcomed as liberators and that whatever bad consequences followed were dwarfed by the 

risks of inaction. Indeed, certitude seemed to have had an important effect on inattention 

to important details by both leaders. Bush, as already noted, saw a leader’s uncertainty as 



 

132 
 

a sign of weakness that “ripples throughout the system.” Cheney, meanwhile, seemed 

almost entirely consumed by the sheer threat he perceived.  

An example of the administration’s embrace of certitude came in late August, when 

Cheney spoke before the Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW): 

 

“The Iraqi regime has in fact been very busy enhancing its capabilities in the field of 

chemical and biological agents, and they continue to pursue the nuclear program they 

began so many years ago. […] Many of us are convinced that Saddam Hussein will 

acquire nuclear weapons fairly soon. Just how soon, we cannot really gauge. 

Intelligence is an uncertain business, even in the best of circumstances. This is 

especially the case when you are dealing with a totalitarian regime that has made a 

science out of deceiving the international community. […] Simply stated, there is no 

doubt that Saddam Hussein now has weapons of mass destruction; there is no doubt 

that he is amassing them to use against our friends, against our allies, and against us. 

And there is no doubt that his aggressive regional ambitions will lead him into future 

confrontations with his neighbors, confrontations that will involve both the weapons 

he has today and the ones he will continue to develop with his oil wealth. […] If the 

United States could have preempted 9/11 we would have, no question. Should we be 

able to prevent another much more devastating attack, we will. No question. This nation 

will not live at the mercy of terrorists or terror regimes” (Cheney 2002).  
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The speech caught many administration officials by surprise. According to Tenet, Cheney’s 

speech “went well beyond what our analysis could support. The intelligence community’s 

belief was that, left unchecked, Iraq would probably not acquire nuclear weapons until near 

the end of the decade” (Tenet 2007, 315). Still, days after Cheney’s speech, Bush signed a 

secret memorandum laying out the overall plan for intervention in Iraq. It envisioned the 

post-war phase in rosy terms, with a rebuilding that would rely heavily on Iraqis themselves 

to create a “pluralistic and democratic Iraq” that would respect international law (Gordon 

and Trainor 2006, 83–84). From that day on, the administration aligned itself behind 

intervention.  

Publicly, certitude also played a clear policy and political role, as it increased the level 

of public concern about Iraq and transformed shaky evidence into fact. Echoing Cheney’s 

one percent logic, in early September the White House began using the visual images 

“smoking gun” and “mushroom cloud” to convey this argument to the American public. 

At a September 26, 2002 press conference, Bush claimed that, “the [Iraqi] regime is seeking 

a nuclear bomb and, with fissile material, could build one within a year.” “There are al-

Qaeda terrorists inside Iraq. […] Each passing day could be the one on which the Iraqi 

regime gives anthrax or VX nerve gas—or some day, a nuclear weapon—to a terrorist ally” 

(Kozaryn 2002). That same day at the Pentagon, Rumsfeld argued that, “we know they 

have weapons of mass destruction. We know they have active programs. There isn’t any 

debate about it” (No Author 2002).  
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3.4.5 Silencing the Opposition 

The administration’s public relations campaign played an important role in silencing 

opposition within the IC and in Congress. Some of the silencing was proactive. For 

example, when former National Security Advisor to George H.W. Bush and Rice’s mentor 

Brent Scowcroft published an op-ed titled “Don’t Attack Iraq” in the Wall Street Journal 

in August 2002, he was actively sidelined by the administration (Scowcroft 2002; Rice 

2011, 178–179). Intervention skeptics, including Powell, felt humiliated and “cut out of 

major policy decisions” (DeYoung 2006, 5). Several months later, when General Eric 

Shinseki stated in his testimony before the Senate that it would take “several hundred 

thousand soldiers” to establish security in post-invasion Iraq, Paul Wolfowitz lambasted 

his estimate as “wildly off the mark” (Schmitt 2003). 

Yet, by and large such blatant steps were not necessary because by the fall of 2002 

many inside the and outside the administration no longer harbored doubt regarding where 

the United States was headed. The intelligence community largely fell in line with the 

administration. The IC’s October 2002 NIE on Iraqi WMD overstated the level of 

confidence within the intelligence community regarding available evidence. A hastily 

assembled public version of the document nearly removed whatever qualifiers existed in 

the original document (National Intelligence Council 2002). Notwithstanding the urgency 

that contributed to mistakes in the preparation of these documents, it is doubtful that these 

mistakes, such as sidelining dissenting INR comments, would have been made had the IC 

been more balanced in its approach. As an intelligence officer confided to Ricks, “The 

feeling was, our job is to do what we’re told, and this thing is going to happen” (Ricks 
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2006, 67). To critics within the IC and beyond, resistance seemed futile. It seemed as if 

“the issue of ‘should we go to war’ had already been decided…” (Tenet 2007, 308).  

The administration’s certitude in its arguments about Iraq also silenced opposition by 

creating paralyzing ambiguities for observers. When Secretary Powell falsely claimed in 

his testimony at the United Nations Security Council in February 2003 that the United 

States had “first-hand” evidence of large Iraqi biological and chemical weapon arsenals, 

some in the military and intelligence communities with access to the intelligence assumed, 

as one officer on the joint chiefs did, “that people above me had information I didn’t have 

access to” (Ricks 2006, 92). Tenet recalls that, while the intelligence community was aware 

of the possible negative consequences, “we had no way of knowing then how the situation 

on the ground in Iraq would evolve” (Tenet 2007, 318) 

Congress too, failed to ask the right questions. For one thing, there was strong public 

support for the war—65 percent still approved of it in March 2003, days before the war 

began—making congressional Democrats more hesitant to oppose the war.14 This in turn 

greatly facilitated congressional approval of what became known as the Iraq War 

Resolution (H. J. Res. 114) on October 16, 2002. The resolution authorized the president 

to use U.S. military force in Iraq “as he determines to be necessary and appropriate” (U.S. 

Congress 2002). It passed with significant majorities in both chambers, including 29 of 50 

Democratic senators, many of whom did not want to be perceived as weak on national 

security only two weeks before the midterm election. Senator Max Cleland, a Georgia 

                                                
14 NBC News/Wall Street Journal poll, March 17, 2003. Retrieved November 2, 2015 from Roper Center for 
Public Opinion Research, iPOLL [USNBCWSJ.03MAR17.R02A]  
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Democrat who was facing a tough reelection fight and who voted in favor of the resolution, 

later acknowledged the pressure he felt to support it. “It was obvious that if I voted against 

the resolution that I would be dead meat in the race, just handing them a victory.” He 

subsequently considered it “the worst vote I cast” (Ricks 2006, 63).  

Uncertainty too played an important role in the debates leading up to approval of H. J. 

Res. 114. Consistent with the administration, supporters cited uncertainty as a reason to 

launch the intervention or, at least, to grant President Bush with the authority to declare it. 

Senator Bob Bennett of Utah noted on the Senate floor that, “I can find experts who will 

tell us this would be the very best thing we could possibly do […]. I can find other experts 

who will say this is the greatest disaster we would possibly bring upon the Middle East. 

[…] But the ultimate decision will be made in the President’s gut because this is a truly 

Presidential decision fraught with some so many unknowable consequences and possible 

side effects that no one, no matter how smart, can accurately analyze them in advance and 

come to a neat and tidy and firm conclusion.”15 Some opponents tried, in vain, to argue that 

the ambiguity of the situation demanded caution—Congressman Tom Udall of New 

Mexico told his colleagues that there “is too much danger lurking in the unknown and the 

untried”16 Senator Russ Feingold of Wisconsin announced he would oppose the resolution 

“because of the continuing unanswered questions, including the very important questions 

about what the mission is here, what the nature of the operation will be, what will happen 

concerning weapons of mass destruction in Iraq as the attack proceeds and afterward, and 

                                                
15 Senator Bennett, speaking on H.J. Res. 114, on October 9, 2002, 107th Cong., 2nd sess., Congressional 
Record 148: S 19211. 
16 Congressman Udall, speaking on H.J. Res. 114, on October 9, 2002, 107th Cong., 2nd sess., 
Congressional Record 148: H 19794. 
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what the plan is after the attack is over. In effect, we are being asked to vote on something 

that is unclear. We do not have the answers to these questions. We are being asked to vote 

on something that is almost unknowable in terms of the information we have been given”17 

Yet the voices of supporters, and the willingness of persuadables such as Senator Hillary 

Clinton of New York to “take the president at his word that he will try hard to pass a UN 

resolution and will seek to avoid war” ultimately prevailed.18 Days before the invasion, an 

aging Senator Byrd lamented: “There is no debate, no discussion, no attempt to lay out for 

the nation the pros and cons of this particular war. There is nothing. We stand passively 

mute in the United States Senate, paralyzed by our own uncertainty, seemingly stunned by 

the sheer turmoil of events” (Byrd 2003; emphasis added).  

Public support for the war also made the news media more complacent in asking tough 

questions of the administration, and more eager to jump on the patriotic bandwagon. This 

pressure was both direct and indirect. In a post-war reassessment, Washington Post national 

security reporter Dana Priest noted how “skeptical stories usually triggered hate mail 

‘questioning your patriotism and suggesting that you somehow be delivered into the hands 

of the terrorists’” (Kurtz 2004). Bob Woodward described the newsroom atmosphere as 

one of groupthink (Kurtz 2004). Over at NBC, news anchor Soledad O’Brien recalled how, 

after 9/11, “there was an atmosphere where the narrative had moved a certain direction 

and if you were going to be a voice standing up for sort of the other direction, you’d have 

a terrible feeling. You know, when everything is marching along, the narrative has been 

                                                
17 Senator Feingold, speaking on H.J. Res. 114, on October 9, 2002, 107th Cong., 2nd sess., Congressional 
Record 148: S 10148. 
18 Senator Clinton, speaking on H.J. Res. 114, on October 10, 2002, 107th Cong., 2nd sess., Congressional 
Record 148: S 20435. 
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set, it’s very challenging especially if everyone around you—from your higher ups, to your 

lower ups—are all saying, this is the narrative, this is the direction you’re going” (O’Brien 

2014). Walter Isaacson, then Chairman and CEO of CNN, later recalled how “there was a 

patriotic fervor and the Administration used it so that if you challenged anything you were 

made to feel that there was something wrong with that.” Meanwhile, executives with 

companies advertising on CNN would call to complain about coverage that was 

unflattering to the administration, “so we were caught between this patriotic fervor and a 

competitor who was using that to their advantage; they were pushing the fact that CNN 

was too liberal that we were sort of vaguely anti-American” (Moyers 2007).  

White House Deputy Press Secretary at the time, Scott McClellan, later noted that, “if 

anything, the national press corps was probably too deferential to the White House and to 

the administration in regard to […] the choice over whether to go to war in Iraq. […] The 

public should have been made much more aware, before the fact, of the uncertainties, 

doubts, and caveats that underlay the intelligence about the regime of Saddam Hussein. 

The administration did little to convey those nuances to the people; the press should have 

picked up the slack but largely failed to do so because their focus was elsewhere—on 

covering the march to war, instead of the necessity of war” (McClellan 2008, 156–157). 

According to McClellan, Bush’s certitude in his vision for the positive consequences of the 

war for peace in the Middle East was, during that time, “something powerful and hopeful 

I could embrace, which helped quell the uncertainties I harbored about the original 

decision” (McClellan 2008, 196) 
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With administration skeptics, intelligence analysts, members of Congress, and the news 

media either compelled by others’ certitude or otherwise deterred into silence, President 

Bush and his team felt reassured. Remaining opposition was marginalized, and was even 

taken as further support for the administration’s position. When asked to comment on anti-

war demonstrations around the country shortly prior to the invasion, Bush stated that 

“evidently some [in] the world don’t view Saddam Hussein as a risk to peace. I respectfully 

disagree” (Blomquist and Orin 2003).  

 

3.5 Discussion 

The lead-up to the Iraq war was a complicated process that involved many actors and 

was shaped by many factors. No single variable can fully explain the ultimate choice of 

intervention. There were legitimate concerns about Iraq and the potential chemical and 

biological threat it could pose to the United States and to its neighbors. The relatively high 

likelihood of operational military success in Iraq also offered appealing strategic and 

political advantages. In all probability, had Hussein agreed earlier to the return of 

international weapons inspectors and provided them access to suspected sites, then a full-

scale intervention could have been averted. 

Yet in a broader sense it is doubtful if the intervention in Iraq can be explained without 

accounting for the role of experienced uncertainty. If the Bush administration operated in 

a risk environment, it likely would not have conceived a world in which a state leader 

would, for the first time in modern history, provide weapons of mass destruction to non-

state actors—much less a fairly secular leader providing these weapons to an adversarial 
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fundamentalist non-state actor. Had they operated in a risk environment, Bush and Cheney 

would have paid much closer attention to the potential harmful consequences of 

intervention, which were well known to them. Rather than selectively adhering to 

supportive evidence, they would have actively sought all information—confirming and 

disconfirming—to help refine their estimates and make more informed decisions. 

Arguments about unknown unknowns and smoking guns/mushroom clouds would not have 

resonated, because those would have been weighted against all the other prohibitive non-

zero risks the United States faced. The public would not have rallied against Iraq in the 

immediate aftermath of 9/11 when evidence of its involvement was scarce. Congress would 

not have been paralyzed. The media would not have been as deferential. Hussein would 

not have used strategic ambiguity, because it would not have held the power to deter. Had 

any of these processes, which were rooted in experienced uncertainty, not happened, the 

probability of intervention in Iraq would have been significantly lower.   

In Chapter 1, I identified four central theoretical claims this dissertation makes: (1) 

experienced uncertainty has a direct substantive impact on military intervention decisions; 

(2) uncertainty’s impact transcends actor attributes and context-specific features; (3) 

experienced uncertainty’s impact is conditional on uncertainty’s source, with higher levels 

of ambiguity favoring non-intervention, and fundamental uncertainty favoring 

intervention; (4) because decision-makers intuitively understand the impact of experienced 

uncertainty on others, they are motivated to use it strategically. I then compared the 

argument with three approaches to experience uncertainty in the literature: the prevailing 

standard rationalist approach, which views the experience of uncertainty as ultimately 
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trivial; the positive effects approach, which expects state leaders experiencing high levels 

of uncertainty to make worst-case assumptions; and the negative effects hypothesis, which 

expects them to hesitate and be reluctant to take action. In the next section, I discuss how 

the uncertainty aversion framework and its mechanisms fare, before turning to the 

alternative approaches, including Iraq-specific explanations. 

 

3.5.1 The Uncertainty Aversion Framework 

Both in terms of mechanisms and hypotheses, the uncertainty aversion framework is 

consistent with the processes leading to the intervention in Iraq in 2003. In the period 

preceding 9/11, and especially after 1998, a significant increase in ambiguity about Iraq 

led to growing policy and political disagreements, coupled with hesitance toward full-scale 

military intervention in Iraq, including by the incoming Bush administration. This changed 

quite visibly in the aftermath of 9/11, which shattered a fundamental convention underlying 

U.S. foreign policy, according to which successful attacks of such magnitude in the 

continental United States were very unlikely, surely by a non-state actor. The method used 

by the attackers on 9/11, cheap and simple but well-coordinated, was far outside the range 

envisioned by U.S. decision-makers. And so the attacks naturally made American 

policymakers wonder: what else had they failed to anticipate? What was the real range of 

possible outcomes, and what were the implications for U.S. interests?  

From there the road to far more aggressive foreign policy conventions was short. The 

Bush administration’s new post-9/11 conventions defined international terrorism as the 

principal threat the United States faced and justified preemptive military action against 
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terrorist groups and their sponsors. Senior officials including the President have 

acknowledged quite clearly that they experienced high levels of uncertainty about 

outcomes and interests rather than simply probabilities, with evidence provided in Section 

3.4.1. They themselves often made the connection between high levels of uncertainty 

created by the 9/11 attacks and their own changing worldviews and their support for risky 

actions, as demonstrated in Section 3.4.2.  

Before policy entrepreneurs could even mobilize, public opinion had already changed 

swiftly and dramatically in favor of military interventions in any number of old adversaries, 

including Iraq. Policy entrepreneurs inside the administration, who had advocated for 

active U.S. programs to overthrow Hussein since the late 1990s, pounced on the 

opportunity and pushed for a full-blown intervention in Iraq. In short order, persuadables 

including first Cheney and then Bush aligned with their entrepreneurial colleagues. 

Cheney, the most influential figure in shaping Bush’s and the public’s perceptions on Iraq, 

would later acknowledge that the attacks changed his character and “the way I looked at 

the world” (Cowan 2015), suggesting a more sweeping belief “updating” process than the 

standard rationalist approach would anticipate. As the uncertainty aversion framework 

suggests, the conventions that paved the way to intervention in Iraq were embraced rather 

than learned, accepted with certitude rather than through reason and debate, and were 

underpinned by assumptions rather than information. They were eventually accepted by 

much of the U.S. national security apparatus, the political establishment, the media, and 

the American public.  
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3.5.2.1 The Independent Variable: Experienced (Fundamental) Uncertainty 

In Section 3.4.1, I showed that key decision-makers, including Bush, Cheney, and Rice, 

experienced deep uncertainty about the future and what should be done in the aftermath of 

the 9/11 attacks. In addition, individual decision-makers and the public displayed the 

telltale signs of fundamental uncertainty, including rapidly changing worldviews, an 

embrace of certitude and risk, a search for clear and authoritative leadership, 

hypervigilance toward threats, systematic discounting of ambiguity, and avoidance of 

debate. Collectively, these transformations clearly shifted the policy balance in favor of 

policy entrepreneurs who advocated for intervention in Iraq.  

Inside the administration and the bureaucracy, those who had been on the fence with 

respect to military intervention in Iraq (the persuadables), including Bush and Cheney, 

shifted decidedly in favor of an intervention. Meanwhile, many policy conservatives and 

those who simply saw evidence that contradicted the newly-formed convention found 

themselves silenced or otherwise chose silence, with some questioning their own 

perceptions. It therefore became difficult for skeptical policy and political leaders to stop 

the momentum toward war.   

Figure 3-1 provides an illustration of the extent to which key U.S. decision-makers 

moved with respect to the question of military intervention in Iraq before and after the 9/11 

attacks. I estimated movements as well as starting positions very roughly based on the 

decision-makers’ statements and actions before and after the 9/11 attacks; it should not be 

taken to suggest a rigorous scientific quantification. The main purpose of this figure is to 

capture how far some decision-makers moved after 9/11 compared to others. Although 
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Wolfowitz was not as senior as Bush, Cheney, Powell, Rice, and Rumsfeld, his consistent 

policy entrepreneurship make him a useful benchmark for gauging the movement of others.   

 

Figure 3-1 Estimated Iraq Intervention Policy Positions before and after 9/11 
(illustrative) 

 

 

Bush seemed to be persuadable prior to 9/11, more supportive of the status quo than of 

full-scale intervention but less committed to the status quo than Powell or Rice. After 9/11, 

he quickly became much more supportive of intervention and, after the early summer of 

2002, appeared to be fully committed to intervention. Rice showed signs of being a policy 
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conservative prior to 9/11. As noted above, she had argued in her 2000 Foreign Affairs 

article that regimes like Iraq’s were “living on borrowed time, so there need be no sense of 

panic about them.” Instead she advocated for tough diplomacy and supporting Iraqi 

dissidents (Rice 2000). As National Security Advisor in the new Bush administration, she 

worked with Powell to strengthen international sanctions against Iraq. After 9/11, her 

position changed markedly as she seemed to become quite amenable to arguments in favor 

of military intervention. Yet she never became a policy entrepreneur herself, except insofar 

as her public advocacy for war in the winter of 2002-2003. Wolfowitz and Rumsfeld 

showed the smallest movement after 9/11. Both had signed the February 1998 open letter 

to the President calling for military intervention in Iraq, and both continued to support it 

after the 9/11 attacks (Committee for Peace and Security in the Gulf 1998). In an interview 

with Vanity Fair two months after the war began, when matters were still going well, 

Wolfowitz confirmed that “I’m not blind to the uncertainties of this situation” but that 

opponents of the invasion “seem to be blind to the instability that that son of a bitch was 

causing.” To him, the focus on WMD as a cause of war was a tactical compromise because 

“for reasons that have a lot to do with the U.S. government bureaucracy we settled on the 

one issue that everyone could agree on which was weapons of mass destruction as the core 

reason.” A better reason to intervene, he noted, was regional stability. “I said on the 

record,” he noted, “I don't understand how people can really believe that removing this 

huge source of instability is going to be a cause of instability in the Middle East. […] 

Democracy, one could say, has solved, not solve perfectly, but they represent one of the 

best solutions to one of the most fundamental instabilities in politics and that's how to 

replace one regime with another” (Tannenhaus 2003).  
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Powell, who was more staunchly in the policy conservative camp prior to the 9/11 

attacks, seemed to have shifted in his support but never seemed to quite embrace the 

argument for intervention. His actions after 9/11, including advocating against air strikes 

on Iraq in the early post-9/11 days, commissioning the Future of Iraq Report, and urging 

Bush to go through the UN Security Council first—all convey a sense of a soldier doing 

what he can within his purview to stop a policy he disagrees with but ultimately deferring 

to his higher-ups.       

The available evidence lends support to the hypotheses generated by the uncertainty 

aversion framework, as presented in Section 2.4.2. Hypothesis 6, for example, suggests 

that decision-makers who experience high levels of fundamental uncertainty are more 

likely to support military intervention than those who experience lower levels of 

fundamental uncertainty. Hypothesis 7 suggests that, among supporters of intervention, 

those experiencing higher levels of fundamental uncertainty are likely to support a more 

ambitious military intervention than others. To a greater or lesser extent, every member of 

Bush’s national security team appears to have experienced higher-than-normal levels of 

fundamental uncertainty in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, and every one of them seemed 

more supportive of intervention in Iraq than they had been. But those who appeared to have 

experienced fundamental uncertainty most strongly, including Cheney and, to a lesser 

extent, Rice, supported the intervention more forcefully than those in the Bush 

administration who held similar positions before 9/11 and experienced lower levels of 

fundamental uncertainty, including Bush, Powell, and Tenet. Hypothesis 8 suggested that 

decision-makers are more likely to oppose delaying a military intervention decision when 
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experiencing high levels of fundamental uncertainty. The sharp contrast between the Bush 

administration’s fairly relaxed attitude toward Iraq before the 9/11 attacks, and its sense of 

urgency for action against Iraq, even when incoming information offered reasons to wait, 

appears consistent with the hypothesis.        

It is difficult of course to prove definitively that it was fundamental uncertainty rather 

than, say, rational learning that led to these preference changes and put Bush and Cheney 

on a warpath with Iraq. But it does appear significantly more likely that fundamental 

uncertainty was the catalyst. A rational learning process would have anticipated more 

careful decision-maker attention to the information provided by the attacks and in their 

aftermath, as well as more caution regarding information the attacks did not provide. All 

of the critical factors highlighted by the uncertainty aversion framework—a crisis of 

conventions and a pursuit of assertive and visible action rather than a more calculated 

approach to policy—all were present immediately following the 9/11 attacks. This process 

led directly to the next expectation for the uncertainty aversion approach: tipping the 

balance in favor of policy entrepreneurs.  

The crisis and the fundamental uncertainty it generated did not preordain a U.S. military 

intervention in Iraq. The crisis did, however, significantly increase the probability of a 

military intervention, and Hussein’s misuse of strategic ambiguity significantly increased 

the odds that Iraq would be targeted. For an administration and a public seeking a way to 

regain agency, al-Qaeda and the Taliban proved too amorphous an adversary, and military 

victory in Afghanistan had been frustratingly uncertain. Iraq—with its legacies of 

animosity and violence, support for terrorist groups, and WMD development; with its 
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nationally televised celebrations as the World Trade Center towers collapsed; with its 

military weakness; and, most importantly, with its strategic use of uncertainty for cover—

provided the needed antagonist. Triumph in Iraq represented, quite literally, triumph over 

uncertainty.  

 

3.5.2 Alternative Explanations 

3.5.1.1 The Standard Rationalist Null 

Although the standard rationalist approach can account for any possible decision, the 

U.S. intervention in Iraq stretches even its credibility (see also D. Mitchell and Massoud 

2009; Lake 2010). Standard rationalist arguments explain the reaction of the Bush 

administration to the 9/11 attacks as emerging either from information updating based on 

flawed intelligence, or from credible commitment problems. In this view, Bush and Cheney 

ultimately came to see in Saddam a catastrophic threat to U.S. interests and so they chose 

to intervene. Debs and Monteiro, for example, argue that imperfect information, combined 

with concern that Iraq was rapidly militarizing, explain the decision to invade Iraq: “In the 

aftermath of the attacks, the Bush administration became particularly worried, based on 

flimsy intelligence, about the possibility of an Iraqi nuclear handoff to a terrorist group for 

use against US targets. In any case, a nuclear Iraq would pose a particularly thorny problem 

for US security. It would not only be able to provide a terrorist group with a nuclear weapon 

but it would also make any US retaliation exceedingly costly” (Debs and Monteiro 2014, 

17–18). This chapter hopefully helps made clear just how problematic this interpretation 

is. It black-boxes how perceptions and preferences were formed, as well as the logical leap 
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from al-Qaeda attacks led to grave concern about Iraq, which is also based on an inaccurate 

description.19 Unpacking any part of Debs and Monteiro’s argument immediately triggers 

alarms about the apparent lack of much by way of a rationalist process.  

The same is true for rationalist bargaining theories which, as Lake notes, make “central 

assumptions that either ignore or critically distort key factors that led to war between the 

United States and Iraq in 2003” (Lake 2010, 9). In and of themselves, the 9/11 attacks did 

not reveal much by way of information. U.S. decision-makers were well aware of past 

successful and failed plots by al-Qaeda and other groups to strike inside the United States, 

and of al-Qaeda’s determination to do so again. Fundamentalists had already attempted, 

unsuccessfully, to bring down the World Trade Center in 1993 with an explosive-laden 

truck. Ramzi Yousef, who was behind the 1993 attack, had also planned to crash an airplane 

into the CIA headquarters at Langley. One need only consider the list of Hollywood action 

films from the late 1980s and 1990s —Back to the Future, Die Hard I & II, True Lies, Air 

Force One, to mention just a few—to recall that the possibility of catastrophic terrorist 

attacks on the United States had been well recognized. Despite remonstrations to the 

contrary by some in the administration, prior to 9/11 “the strategic threat and intention of 

[al-Qaeda] were fully grasped by intelligence experts and some high officials” (Leffler 

2013). Furthermore, intervention in Iraq does not appear to follow clearly from al-Qaeda 

                                                
19 Senior Bush administration members have argued rather explicitly that concern about Iraq emerged more 
from the lack of intelligence than from whatever flimsy intelligence existed, and the intelligence that existed 
never suggested a possible nuclear handoff, but rather than that Iraq might be developing nuclear weapons. 
At any rate, few who have analyzed the records would argue that the Bush administration’s decision to 
intervene in Iraq was based or even depended on the available intelligence. The available intelligence proved 
more important in convincing others—in Congress, among the public, and internationally—that intervention 
could be justified.  
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attacks against the United States, as decision-makers were quickly told by intelligence 

officials that Iraq was unlikely to be involved. In his testimony before the Senate Armed 

Services Committee in July 2003, Rumsfeld said as much: 

 

The coalition did not act in Iraq because we had discovered dramatic new evidence of 

Iraq's pursuit of weapons of mass murder. We acted because we saw the existing 

evidence in a new light through the prism of our experience on September 11. On that 

day, we saw thousands of innocent men, women, and children killed by terrorists, and 

that experience changed our appreciation of our vulnerability and the risks the U.S. 

faces from terrorist states and terrorist networks armed with powerful weapons 

(Rumsfeld 2003).  

 

Similarly, flawed intelligence was not an exogenous factor that misled leaders. It was 

flawed in part because it responded endogenously to what the intelligence community 

believed the administration wanted to hear. The evidence suggests that, at any rate, 

decision-makers devalued intelligence and information and used it selectively.  

An even deeper problem from the standard rationalist perspective was the puzzling lack 

of internal or open debate. The approach expects leaders to seek information in order to 

refine their beliefs especially when encountering high levels of uncertainty, so long as the 

time available allows it. Instead we find that not a single high-level debate occurred with 

respect to the advisability of intervention; raw intelligence supporting the case for 

intervention was treated as fact; disconfirming intelligence was systematically 
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downplayed; warnings about the potential dire effects of intervention, including ones 

previously acknowledged by senior administration members, were left entirely ignored in 

both discussions and planning; and worst-case beliefs guided how actors processed all 

information. This is a far cry from the rational, typically Bayesian-updating rational 

decision-maker 

Recognizing this deficiency, some rationalist scholars have maintained simply that the 

Iraq War was an aberration, a claim reminiscent of a common rationalist response to the 

breakdown of the Soviet Union. Much like foreign policy conventions, an occasional 

failure does not invalidate a theory. Just as with conventions, however, one has to 

continually question whether a theory remains valid or useful, especially when it suffers 

serious systematic empirical limitations and plainly fails in some of the most important 

cases. If our goal is explanation, and perhaps even prediction, surely we can do better.       

A standard rationalist counterargument might focus on the costs of intervention instead. 

Perhaps it was rational for U.S. decision-makers to focus on Iraq, so the argument would 

presumably go, because they cared more about sending a message to other would-be 

proliferators and sponsors of terrorist groups, and as a weak state Iraq offered the best 

opportunity to do so. A similar argument, but one hinged on the political preferences of 

state leaders, would suggest that an intervention in Iraq represented a relatively low-cost, 

high-visibility way of demonstrating the administration’s strength and determination to the 

American public. In either event, the argument is unpersuasive because such objectives 

stood to be damaged significantly if Iraq was found to be in a much less advanced state of 

WMD progress than proclaimed. While it was reasonable for U.S. decision-makers to 
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expect to find chemical and biological weapons given Hussein’s use of strategic ambiguity, 

hinging the intervention on the nuclear program—the potential of Iraq to produce that 

mushroom cloud—represented a far bigger gamble given how little information was 

available. The stakes were similarly high for post invasion operations, yet the 

administration showed little appetite for planning and actively worked to limit troop 

deployment size.     

Even if one rationalizes one’s way around all of these objections, which surely one can, 

it becomes readily apparent that one could have just as easily reasoned against intervention 

in Iraq. This is exactly what the scholars did in their open letter to the New York Times, and 

what Colin Powell did, albeit without clearly voicing his disagreements. Fundamentally, 

the problem for the standard rationalist approach is that any number of possible outcomes 

and intervention were entirely reasonable, and an intervention in Iraq probably less 

reasonable than others. The uncertainty aversion framework, by contrast, helps explain 

why Iraq was chosen as a target, and why intervention was selected as the approach.  

 

3.5.1.2 The Negative Effects Hypothesis 

The negative effects hypothesis to the role of experienced uncertainty in military 

intervention fares worse. It expects that decision-makers would be deterred against taking 

military action by ambiguity about the adversary. Hussein in fact followed this logic in 

devising his strategy of ambiguity. From 1998 to 2001, this strategy appeared moderately 

successful at preventing consolidation of support for U.S. intervention in Iraq and, during 
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this period, the negative effects hypothesis seemed valid. Yet after 9/11, Hussein’s 

continued reliance on ambiguity failed to deter, and even fueled, U.S. decision-makers’ 

support for intervention in Iraq. Far from encouraging paralysis and indecision, 

experienced uncertainty after 9/11 seemed to encourage worst-case assumptions about Iraq.  

 

3.5.1.3 The Positive Effects Hypothesis 

Does this case then lend support to the positive effects hypothesis, which asserts that 

experienced uncertainty increases decision-maker propensity to embrace worst-case 

assumptions about others, potentially resulting in an intervention? Not quite. After 9/11, 

decision-makers did make, both privately and in public, arguments suggestive of an 

offensive realist logic: Iraq might not be a serious threat today, but tomorrow Hussein 

would be in a position to directly threaten American security and interests. Thus decision-

makers argued, consistent with a positive effects approach, that the non-zero probability of 

significant harm tomorrow justified, even necessitated, an intervention today.  

There are several areas in which the positive effects hypothesis fails, however. First, if 

decision-makers placed such emphasis on worst-case future risks, they ought to have taken 

the same worst-case approach to considering the effects of intervention, or to the 

probability that other more powerful hostile states, such as Iran, would benefit. There were 

many severe possible strategic costs to intervention, and those should have alarmed 

decision-makers, at least leading them to take all the necessary steps to plan against these 

risks. Second, prior to 9/11, U.S. decision-makers, including Bush, held worst-case 
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assumptions about Iraq’s WMD and future activities but did not display much interest in a 

new, major military intervention. If the 9/11 attacks offered an opportunity to stop a rising 

threat, then surely there were more immediate and significant threats the United States than 

a weak and contained Iraq. Worst-case assumptions should have led to more serious 

consideration of military action against more serious threats, including Iran and North 

Korea. Third and finally, because the positive effects hypothesis shares similar rationalist 

assumptions with the rationalist null, it too suffers from indeterminacy. Had the United 

States decided to intervene in Iran, North Korea, or Syria, or had it not intervened at all, it 

would still have been possible to rationalize those outcomes by pointing to other threats, 

costs, and fears.   

 

3.5.1.4 Iraq-Specific Explanations: The Cabal Hypothesis 

Beyond the standard approaches to experienced uncertainty, a common Iraq-specific 

explanation that deserves attention is the cabal hypothesis. This hypothesis, less common 

in the scholarly literature than outside it, asserts that the administration was bent on 

intervening in Iraq before 9/11, and that the attacks simply provided the pretext for 

realizing this goal. Debates and careful analysis of the information never occurred, 

according to this view, because the decision had been predetermined—White House 

officials cared only about intelligence making the case for war, whether due to strategic 

regional considerations, oil, domestic politics, or Bush’s personal “vendetta” against 

Hussein. Michael Isikoff and David Corn, for example, argue that intelligence was just 

“window dressing for decision makers who did not need intelligence to know that they 
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knew the truth,” and that “Bush and his aides were looking for intelligence not to guide 

their policy on Iraq but to market it” (2007, 16). Much of the force behind this argument 

was provided by Bush’s first Treasury Secretary Paul O’Neill, who told journalist Ron 

Suskind that Iraq had been central to Bush’s agenda from day one in office: “From the 

start, we were building the case against Hussein into a new country. And, if we did that, it 

would solve everything. It was all about finding a way to do it. That was the tone of it. The 

president saying, ‘Fine. Go find me a way to do this’” (Suskind 2004, 86). 

There is considerable truth to the argument that, early in 2001, senior national security 

decision-makers in the Bush administration gave more attention to Iraq than Clinton’s 

team. It is also true that, especially after August 2002, the Bush White House moved into 

full “selling” mode. Yet the cabal hypothesis ignores the substantial evidence presented 

above indicating that, before 9/11, Bush did not seriously consider an intervention in Iraq. 

Military plans had not been refreshed, and requests for meetings about Iraq with the 

President were delayed or ignored. There was no sense of urgency. After the attacks, it 

took about eight or nine months until Bush appears to have decided to move toward an 

intervention. More importantly, the administration’s biased presentation of intelligence on 

Iraq to Congress, the public, and to the international community should not have affected 

internal consideration and preparations for the possible negative consequences of 

intervention. As for O’Neill, he subsequently walked back some of this criticism, arguing 

that the Bush White House engaged in contingency planning for a post-Hussein Iraq, much 

like the Clinton administration had. He was surprised, however, by how central a place it 

occupied in the incoming administration’s national security agenda (Murphy 2004). 
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3.7 Conclusion  

On the eve of March 19, 2003, seated at his desk in the Oval Office, President Bush 

announced to the American people the start of combat operations in Iraq. Although the 

order to launch the intervention was issued earlier that day, the decision to intervene was 

likely made months earlier. This decision was not inevitable, nor was it entirely predictable 

as the smoke still billowed over New York 16 months earlier. But the 9/11 attacks and the 

deep fundamental uncertainty they created made military intervention much more 

probable, and Iraq’s misuse of strategic ambiguity made intervention still more likely.  

I began this chapter by posing two questions. First, can information disparities or more 

thorough reasoning explain why senior Bush officials perceived the situation so differently 

than the experts who spoke out against intervention in that New York Times ad? My analysis 

answers both parts of this question in the negative. The information available to decision-

makers was quite similar to what was made known to the public, and the administration in 

fact conveyed key information with more certainty than existed in practice. Asymmetrical 

information is therefore an unlikely cause for the difference of positions. Moreover, 

national security officials engaged in remarkably little debate about the advisability of the 

war, so better reasoning does not offer a plausible explanation for their high level of 

confidence. Several senior participants have argued since, with considerable evidentiary 

support, that there was not a single meeting in which the President and his national security 

team openly discussed the advisability of intervention. The notion that an intervention with 

more than 100,000 deployed troops, carried out under a new preemptive military doctrine 
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against the wishes of much of the international community, in a country as divided as Iraq, 

and with the explicit goal of removing a state leader from power—that this could have been 

done with so little high-level debate is quite surprising. It is certainly unexpected from a 

standard rationalist perspective although, again, rationalist models are not strictly about 

decision processes. Parochial interests and especially political interests were likely a factor, 

especially when the administration transitioned into full “selling” mode in September 2002, 

but they do not explain the absence of internal debate—it was, after all, in the 

administration’s full interest to get war plans right.  

This finding makes my second question more puzzling. Given that several senior 

officials had previously warned about the negative consequences of forcefully removing 

Hussein from power, one would have doubly expected a serious and vigorous debate by 

high-level officials. Some limited planning for worst-case scenarios did take place in the 

Pentagon and at the State Department (Rumsfeld 2002b; U.S. Department of State 2003), 

but there is little evidence that it had much impact on discussions inside the national 

security team or on plans for the intervention more broadly (Rumsfeld 2011). Here my 

analysis found that, as expected, fundamental uncertainty generated by the 9/11 attacks 

initiated a chain of events that led former intervention skeptics to embrace new conventions 

and the intervention in Iraq with certitude.     

Overall, the uncertainty aversion framework is quite successful at demonstrating its 

main claims: that experienced uncertainty matters, that it matters systematically, that its 

level and type shapes outcomes in a predictable way, and that actors therefore seek to 

manipulate it. At the same time, the framework is of course imperfect. It could not have 
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divined the choice of Iraq without more contextual knowledge, such as the particular 

history of U.S.-Iraq relations. Second, the framework would hardly have predicted that 

Cheney of all senior administration officials, with his substantial defense experience, 

would be the person most cognitively impacted by the 9/11 attacks. Bush would have been 

a more promising prospect, given his relative lack of experience with foreign policy, 

although the framework nonetheless correctly anticipates his movement to policy 

entrepreneurship.  
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Chapter 4: Unambiguous Ambiguity in Iran (1979-2013), Syria (2007) 
 

“If we’ve learned anything from the last decade, it’s that wars in general and wars in the 

Middle East in particular are anything but simple. The only certainty in war is human 

suffering, uncertain costs, unintended consequences.” 

-- President Barak Obama, Remarks on Iran Nuclear Deal, August 5, 2015 (Obama 2015) 

 

Along with the decision to intervene in Iraq in 2003, the U.S. decision not to intervene in 

Iran between 2006 and 2013 is likely to be one of the most fateful American foreign policy 

decision of the first two decades the 21st century. On several occasions during this period, 

members of the Bush and then Obama administrations debated whether to launch a military 

strike to derail Iran’s quest for nuclear weapons. Facing a dramatic expansion of Iran’s 

nuclear program and foreign policy ambitions, leaders in Washington were uncertain about 

a number of important factors, including the utility of a diplomatic approach, the 

consequences of a military strike, and the ramifications of a nuclear Iran.  

As if matters were not already complicated enough, the United States had to contend 

with a significant additional source of uncertainty: Israel. Israeli leaders had made clear, 

both publicly and privately, that they would not allow Iran to acquire nuclear weapons. For 

many in Israel, an Iranian nuclear bomb not only undermined the country’s military 

superiority in the Middle East, but represented an existential threat. After decades of open 

hostility and Iranian calls for Israel’s elimination as a Jewish state, some Israeli leaders—

and particularly Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, who entered office in March 2009—
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believed that there was an unacceptable probability that a nuclear Iran would use its 

weapons against Israel. Throughout the period in question, Israeli leaders urged their 

American counterparts to undertake military action against Iran’s nuclear facilities, 

insisting that if the United States declines to take initiative, Israel would do so unilaterally. 

U.S. policymakers believed that an Israeli strike would be more destabilizing to regional 

security than an American attack, likely drawing a reluctant and war-weary country into 

direct confrontation.  

As a result, as presidents Bush and then Obama considered whether to intervene in Iran 

or to continue pursuing economic sanctions and diplomacy, they faced a complex two-

stage decision. Their preferred outcome was for Iran to end its nuclear program peacefully, 

through diplomatic negotiations and, when needed, international sanctions. Pursuing 

diplomatic solutions, however, made their least preferred outcome more probable, in the 

form of an Israeli strike. Measures to force Israel’s hand, such as threatening to withhold 

future military aid or refusing to come to its defense, would have been politically untenable 

given congressional and public support for Israel. Worse yet, U.S. leaders had few means 

by which to estimate either Israel’s or Iran’s intentions and future actions. Perhaps Israel 

was bluffing, trying to persuade the United States to take a costly attack that it was too 

afraid to take. If Israeli leaders were serious, there was a question as to how long they 

would wait before taking unilateral action. White House officials knew that Israel would 

not warn them in advance of a strike until it was too late to stop it. Would the United States 

be better off launching the strike independently? This uncertainty went the other way, as 
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well, with Israeli leaders continuously trying to gauge U.S. willingness to take military 

action if it became necessary, in order to decide whether they should act unilaterally.  

 In this chapter, I explore the decision-making dynamics that led consecutive U.S. 

administrations to consider but ultimately reject a military option. To provide context, I 

begin in 1979 and review American decision-making during the Reagan and Clinton 

administrations. Because U.S. decisions on Iran were influence by those of Israeli leaders, 

this chapter also examines Israeli decision-making during the period to provide a point of 

comparison during important junctures. On at least two known occasions, in June 2010 and 

again in 2012, Israel was reportedly on the verge of launching a strike. Exploring why it 

ultimately did not is therefore worthwhile not only in the context of understanding 

American decision-making, but also because those “near misses” provide excellent 

opportunities to test this project’s hypotheses.    

As American and Israeli leaders debated what to do regarding Iran’s nuclear program, 

news that Iran’s ally Syria had begun developing a plutonium reactor in al-Kibar put these 

debates in sharp focus. In the minds of decision-makers in both the United States and Israel, 

decisions made in the Syrian case were closely intertwined with decisions regarding Iran, 

in perception if not in substance. For this reason, the discussion of Syria is embedded within 

the broader study of decisions concerning Iran.    
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4.1 Motivating Questions 

Beginning in 2006, Iran met many of the same criteria that led to intervention in Iraq: 

an active and ambiguous nuclear enrichment program, strong and close ties to groups on 

the U.S. terror list, and a hostile stance toward the United States. Even prior to 2003, Iran’s 

nuclear program was known to be far more advanced than Iraq’s suspected program. The 

scope of Iran’s support for anti-Western covert action was many times that of Iraq’s and 

had far more destabilizing consequences regionally. 

Yet, despite repeated warnings that “all options are on the table,” the Bush 

administration not only lacked sufficient will to take military action but made few efforts 

to prepare for this eventuality. Fully fleshed out plans for U.S. military strikes on Iran’s 

nuclear facilities did not materialize until 2008, and even then addressed only limited 

scenarios. By that point, Iran had hardened many of its nuclear sites against military strikes, 

making a successful attack more difficult. Why did the United States decline to intervene 

to stop Iran’s nuclear program: was Iran less threatening than Iraq? Were the perceived 

consequences of an attack more grave, or the benefits less appealing? Did the lessons of 

Iraq deter them from intervention in Iran? And why did Bush not act earlier when an attack 

would have been easier, at least by making more serious preparations? 

A related question, which concerns both the United States and Israel, goes more directly 

to the heart of the rationalist approach to intervention. Both states were very concerned 

about Iran’s nuclear program. Both had similar intelligence about the Iranian program and, 

after 2008, an almost identical intelligence picture. Both had a long list of grievances 

toward Iran and had been previously targeted by Iranian-supported militants. And both 
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were vulnerable to a potential Iranian retaliation, with Israel arguably more so. And yet 

there was a clear divergence in both states’ willingness to consider and take military action 

against Iran. On at least two occasions—in 2010 and 2012—Israel reportedly came close 

to ordering an intervention but ultimately backed away. Why was there such a difference 

in both countries’ willingness to take military action? And what explains Israel’s reversals: 

were leaders ultimately swayed against intervention by new information or developments 

that required a change in strategy, as the standard rationalist argument would expect? 

Finally, in 2007 both Israel and the United States knew about the Syrian plutonium 

reactor in al-Kibar, and both considered intervention. Israeli leaders repeatedly pressed the 

Bush administration to take preventive action against Syria, pointing out that such action 

would be low-risk and would send a clear deterrent message to Iran. Ultimately, U.S. 

decision-makers decided against intervention, and Israel launched the strike instead in 

September 2007. Why did the United States decline to take action? Did concerns about a 

Syrian retaliation in Iraq or political and diplomatic costs offset the low military costs of 

intervening in Syria? Did U.S. leaders disagree with the Israelis about the message an 

attack would send Iran?    

 

4.2 Preview of the Argument 

In this chapter, I argue that ambiguity played a critical and predictable role in shaping 

U.S. policy toward Iran’s nuclear program. Risk and effectiveness factors were certainly 

important. Yet fundamentally, U.S. reluctance to undertake military action against Iran, as 

well as Syria, hinged on ambiguity. With respect to Iran, four types of ambiguity figured 
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most prominently: about the effectiveness of an attack, Iranian proliferation and post-

proliferation intentions, time horizons, and ally intentions. First, decision-makers 

expressed significant uncertainty regarding the short- and long-term consequences of 

military action against Iran. Casualty estimates for an Iranian retaliation varied by orders 

of magnitude, from a few hundred to many thousands. More importantly, there were vast 

differences in estimates about how an attack would affect Iranian determination to continue 

pursuing weapons, as well as the stability of the regime. Some, including Rice and Gates, 

argued that an attack would strengthen the regime and encourage it to pursue nuclear 

weapons and ballistic missiles more vigorously. Others, including Cheney, claimed that it 

would expose the regime’s weakness and strengthen its domestic opponents. Decision-

makers could not hope to obtain objective probability estimates for a unique event such as 

preventive attack against an Iranian nuclear program. Historical comparative cases, namely 

involving Iraq as the target state, were few and too different to help refine estimates for 

Iran during the period in question. Unable to reconcile differences in the face of sparse 

priors and high ambiguity, a frustrated President Bush hesitated and ultimately avoided a 

decision. Ambiguity over Iran’s nuclear program also fueled vocal policy and political 

debates in the United States over possible military action, becoming a central dividing issue 

in the run up to the 2008 presidential election. 

Despite the Obama administration’s more conciliatory approach toward Iran, based on 

the available evidence it undertook more serious efforts to prepare for a possible military 

intervention in Iran, in part because of increasing risk that Israel might act independently. 

Still, evidence suggests that senior officials in the Obama administration had considerable 
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disagreements with respect to intervention in Iran, and here again these disagreements 

prevented consolidation, which favored the status quo policy.   

Israeli leaders were similarly hampered by internal disagreements, which originated in 

conflicting estimates of the likelihood of operational success and the long-term utility of 

unilateral strikes. The reason they twice came close to ordering a unilateral attack and 

backed away was serious policy disagreements between them and Israeli military and 

security officials. 

Another important source of uncertainty concerned Iran’s intentions. There was little 

debate inside the White House and the Pentagon that Iran was indeed attempting to develop 

the capability to produce a nuclear weapon. The covert nature of the program, its scale, 

evidence of weaponization research, and the belief that as a major oil producer Iran had 

little need for nuclear energy—all removed any lingering doubts regarding Iran’s ultimate 

intentions. Views diverged, however, with respect to two key aspects of Iranian intentions. 

First, there was ambiguity as to whether Iran could be persuaded to give up its nuclear 

ambitions. The sources of this ambiguity were both intelligence gaps, which in principle 

could be filled, and was the innately ambiguous nature of Iran’s multi-pronged power 

structure, which could not be easily overcome. Time again, the American IC struggled to 

determine who held the power in Iran, with an elected President, an elite-selected Supreme 

Leader and Supreme Council, and the powerful commanders of the Iranian Revolutionary 

Guard Corps (IRGC). Beginning with the election of reformist Iranian President 

Mohammad Khatami in August 1997, U.S. administrations were often conflicted regarding 
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whether and how to engage Iran, and debated the power of Iranian presidents to truly shape 

bilateral relations.  

In addition to its amenability to diplomacy, a second ambiguity about Iranian intentions 

was whether Iran’s goal was to develop fully functional nuclear weapons or to acquire 

nuclear latency—the ability to build nuclear weapons in a matter of weeks or months. From 

Israel’s perspective, this distinction made little difference, since nuclear latency would 

enable Iran to undermine Israel’s strategic position in the Middle East in ways that were 

quite similar to actually having nuclear weapons. But from the American perspective, 

latency held the prospect that Iran could eventually be persuaded to give up nuclear 

technology or reprocessing through negotiations or threats. Unlike the question of 

consequences, Iranian intentions were in principle knowable through intelligence 

gathering, signaling, diplomacy, and continuous sanctions pressures. Given the significant 

risks entailed by military intervention, both Bush and Obama were willing to invest 

significant resources in tools designed to reduce ambiguity of Iran’s willingness to arrive 

at a diplomatic solution.  

Related to the question of intentions was a basic uncertainty about how long the United 

States and other countries still had to attempt diplomatic pressure. Throughout the Bush 

and Obama presidencies (and Clinton’s prior to that), contemporaneous estimates of Iran’s 

timeline to a nuclear weapon ranged from mere months to three, five, or even eight years. 

Israeli leaders repeatedly insisted that Iran was rapidly approaching the “zone of 

immunity,” where no military action could stop it from developing nuclear weapons. The 

U.S. Intelligence Community generally believed that time horizons were longer. If one 
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embraced the longer estimates, then there was time to explore diplomatic solutions; if one 

held the shorter estimates, then it was necessary to make an immediate and possibly final 

decision on whether to launch a military intervention.  

The American belief that there was still time to explore diplomatic solutions helped 

delay intervention and preserve the status quo policy in the interim. To extend time 

horizons, the United States and Israel collaborated in developing Stuxnet, a malware that 

destroyed a fifth of Iranian centrifuges at Natanz in 2010. Meanwhile, Israeli agents 

reportedly assassinated several senior Iranian nuclear scientists between 2008 and 2011. 

However, with time, as Iran’s nuclear program became more diffuse, hardened, and 

advanced, the risks entailed by intervention grew significantly while the potential payoffs 

shrank, because Iran had acquired critical know-how to reconstitute its program even if 

seriously damaged. Consequently, notwithstanding their sabotage efforts, the early desire 

of U.S. leaders to reduce ambiguity about Iranian intentions made the prospect of 

intervention in Iran less and less likely over time.     

Finally, American and Israeli decision-makers experienced ambiguity about each 

other’s likelihood of taking military action. Though both sides shared a basic information 

set about Iran’s capabilities, especially after 2008, they held widely varying estimates about 

Iranian intentions and intervention consequences. A higher likelihood of Israeli action 

shortened the American diplomatic clock; a higher likelihood of a U.S. attack extended 

Israeli willingness to wait. U.S. leaders experienced ambiguity about when and if Israel 

would take unilateral military action. Israeli leaders, meanwhile, experienced ambiguity 

about whether Bush and then Obama were willing to take military action. Both sides tried 
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to manage ambiguity in various ways. On Israel’s part, repeated attempts were made by 

Netanyahu and his Defense Minister (and former Prime Minister) Ehud Barak to impress 

upon the Americans the gravity of the situation and the imminence of Israel’s response. 

Yet ultimately ambiguity encouraged them to vacillate and hesitate at several critical 

junctures. The Americans, meanwhile, worked to reduce ambiguity about the Israelis 

through traditional intelligence gathering techniques and diplomatic warnings. According 

to reports, in 2010 they also endeavored on a project that would have significantly 

hampered Iran’s ability to retaliate to a unilateral Israeli intervention, thereby reducing the 

risks from such an attack.  

The combination of these four key sources of ambiguity—the effectiveness of military 

intervention, Iranian intentions, time horizons, and ally intentions—made it quite difficult 

for the Bush and Obama administrations to take preventive military action. Israeli military 

action was likewise prevented by several of these factors, as well as ambiguity concerning 

what the United States would do in the event that Israel acted unilaterally.   

 

4.3 Prologue: U.S. Decision-Making on Military Intervention in Iran, 1979-2006 

During the period between the the Iranian revolution and 2006, as Iran embraced an 

increasingly activist foreign policy and expedited the development of its nuclear program, 

the United States struggled to form a coherent approach to Iran. The period was marked by 

mutual hostility, intermittent attempts at dialogue and engagement, and the consideration 

of U.S. military intervention in a number of instances. The only case of direct military 

attack by the United States during the period took place in the twilight years of the the Iran-
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Iraq War, as Iran attempted a futile naval blockade on Iraq and its Gulf allies. The attack 

took place at a time and in a way that greatly limited ambiguity over the negative 

consequences of an attack. Just a few years later, high levels of ambiguity helped stop 

President Bill Clinton from intervening in Iran after its suspected participation in planning 

the Khobar Towers attack in Saudi Arabia in 1996. High levels of ambiguity also scuttled 

several attempts by both sides to conduct serious negotiations, with each side unsure what 

to make of positive signals from the other. The result was a fairly stable U.S. foreign policy 

toward Iran: hostile, curious, and hesitant all at once.     

  

4.3.1 From Risk to Ambiguity in the Aftermath of the Iranian Revolution 

After decades of close diplomatic and military relations between Iran and the United 

States during the reign of Shah Reza Pahlavi, the relationship soured significantly with the 

Iranian Revolution in 1979. The emerging fundamentalist regime of Ayatollah Sayyid 

Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini was instinctively hostile to the United States, which held 

responsibility for the 1953 coup that brought the Shah to power and which sustained his 

increasingly oppressive regime. President Jimmy Carter’s decision on October 21, 1979, 

to admit the deposed ailing Shah into the United States, over Iranian demands that he be 

returned to Iran to face trial, embittered the already deteriorating relations between both 

countries. On November 3, supporters of Ayatollah Khomeini seized the American 

embassy in Tehran and took 69 Americans hostage. Imam Khomeini granted his full 

support for the embassy attack, and in the days that followed proclaimed the United States 

a “Satan.” In response to the hostage crisis, the Carter administration placed sanctions on 
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Iran, which President Ronald Reagan later removed when all the remaining hostages were 

released on January 20, 1981.  

 

4.3.1.1 Post-Revolution Iran through a Risk Environment Lens  

During much of the 1980s, officials in the Reagan administration viewed Iran primarily 

through a risk environment lens. With the regime’s unambiguous hostility toward the 

United States, a weak military already overwhelmed by fighting with Iraq, and nuclear sites 

laying in shatters, there was relatively little ambiguity about Iran’s intentions, capabilities, 

and the consequences of military intervention. A 1985 National Intelligence Estimate on 

Iran found that “Tehran is losing its margin for error—both political and economic—in 

meeting popular expectations” and predicted that the regime could collapse imminently 

(Central Intelligence Agency 1985). The Reagan administration became more concerned 

about keeping the Iranian regime strong enough to stem a Soviet encroachment, than about 

Iran’s hostility to the United States (National Security Council 1985). 

Still, hostage-taking and murder of Americans and Westerners by Iranian-backed 

groups in Lebanon, including Hezbollah and Islamic Jihad intensified tensions between 

both countries. In October 1983, Hezbollah bombed the U.S. Marine barracks in Beirut, 

killing 241 marines. The Reagan administration subsequently added Iran to the U.S. list of 

states sponsors of terrorism in January 1984. This triggered sanctions on the sale of military 

and dual-use technologies with military applications to Iran. In October 1987, Reagan 

extended sanctions on Iran to include all U.S. imports through Executive Order 12613.  
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Bilateral tensions reached their zenith in the Persian Gulf during the final years of the 

Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988). In July 1987, an Iranian mine detonated on the S.S. Bridgeton, 

a U.S. minesweeper accompanying a convoy of Kuwaiti ships through the Persian Gulf, 

resulting in minor damage. A number of small fire incidents between U.S. and Iranian 

troops in the Gulf in September and October 1987 resulted in at least 12 Iranian sailors 

dead. Then, in April 1988, the U.S. frigate USS Samuel B. Roberts in the Persian Gulf 

struck an Iranian mine. Although no sailors were killed, 10 were injured and the badly 

damaged frigate had to be towed to Dubai. The United States launched Operation Praying 

Mantis in response, with retaliatory attacks on Iranian naval forces and oil platforms in the 

Gulf, resulting in the deaths of more than 50 Iranians and three Americans (Crist 2009). In 

July 1988, during an exchange of fire, the United States accidently shot down an Iranian 

commercial flight, Iran Air Flight 655, killing all 290 civilians on board.  

Despite mutual hostility, both sides engaged in tacit cooperation during this period. 

After supporting Iraq in the early years of Iran-Iraq War, the Reagan’s administration was 

involved in the sale of anti-tank TOW and anti-aircraft Hawk missiles to Iran from August 

1985 to October 1986, in what became known as the “Iran-Contra Affair.” According to 

former administration officials and official records, this extraordinary exchange was 

motivated primarily by Reagan’s desire to promote the release of American hostages held 

by Hezbollah in Lebanon, as well as a desire to ensure that Iran could continue to balance 

Iraq and the Soviets in the region (Gates 2007, 390–393). 
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4.3.1.2 1989 as a Turning Point: Ambiguity Increases 

1989 proved a critical turning point on all fronts of U.S. understanding of Iran. The 

ailing health of Supreme Leader Khomeini and his subsequent heart failure and death in 

June that year triggered a contested succession process, from which Iranian President Ali 

Khamenei emerge victorious. Khamenei did not enjoy the religious credentials of 

Khomeini or of other contenders, however, which weakened his position. His ascension to 

Supreme Leader created a vacancy for the president’s position, which was filled by the 

pragmatic and powerful chairman of Iran’s parliament, Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, who 

was viewed as a relative moderate on foreign policy. This political transition changed the 

internal political balance of power in Iran, and raised questions in the United States about 

the possibility of a diplomatic rapprochement with Iran. This, in turn, increased the level 

of ambiguity for U.S. observers attempting to estimate Iran’s intentions and calibrate U.S. 

policy accordingly. Ambiguity also increased significantly as a result of a successful 

operation by the Ministry of Intelligence (MOIS) to roll up the CIA’s network of spies in 

Iran earlier that year, in what federal historian David Crist has called “one of the worst 

blunders in the agency’s history” (Crist 2012, 378). From that point forward, American 

decision-makers would be forced to “fly blind” on many issues involving Iran’s military 

and nuclear activities. This would become especially problematic since, with the war with 

Iraq now over, Iran’s military and nuclear capabilities began growing rapidly.   

Iran’s nuclear program dated back to the late 1950s, when the United States helped Iran 

develop a civilian nuclear program. Iran’s first nuclear reactor, the Tehran Research 

Reactor (TRR), was provided by the United States and became operational in 1967. The 
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United States also provided the highly enriched uranium needed to operate the reactor. In 

February 1970, Iran ratified the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), which allows members to 

seek nuclear technology for peaceful purposes with support from nuclear states, conditional 

on abiding by a set of obligations, including full transparency. During much of the 

subsequent decade, Iranian scientists worked to develop the required technical skills under 

the auspices of the Atomic Energy Organization of Iran (AEOI), while German and French 

engineers began construction of a second reactor in Bushehr. The Shah’s regime explored 

the feasibility of building nuclear weapons but did not advance far enough by the time of 

the 1979 Iranian Revolution (Burr 2009, 22; Pollack 2005, 258). Following the Revolution, 

President Carter terminated U.S. support for Iran’s nuclear plants, including shipments of 

uranium to the TRR. The new regime refused to defray debts to the European contractors 

working on Bushehr and resolved to terminate the Shah’s nuclear program, bringing it to a 

temporary end. 

By the mid-1980s, however, Iran began reconstituting its nuclear program, in large part 

because the war with Iraq exposed its deep vulnerabilities. Iran was unable to deter Iraq 

from using chemical weapons against it, and the discovery of Iraq’s nuclear weapons 

program following the Israeli attack on the Osirak reactor in 1981 opened the regime’s eyes 

to the looming dangers.  

Initially, Iran’s efforts to revive its nuclear program had limited success due to its 

ongoing war with Iraq, the defection of many Iranian nuclear scientists during the 

revolution, and the refusal of European companies to cooperate. With the European 

pathway foreclosed, Iran turned to Pakistan for nuclear technology. Fearing increased 
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international attention to his country’s covert nuclear weapons program and concerned 

about a nuclear Iran, Pakistani President Muhammad Zia wavered and approved only 

training of several Iranian scientists (International Institute for Strategic Studies 2007). 

However, Abdul Qadeer Khan, then head of the Pakistani Engineering Research 

Laboratories which oversaw Pakistan’s uranium enrichment program, ran an independent 

nuclear proliferation network and proved more amenable to Iranian requests. In February 

1986, Khan visited Bushehr and, in 1987, Iran reportedly purchased materials for 

centrifuges and reactor designs.  

Amid increasingly hostile actions and vague signs of nuclear acceleration, Iran was 

subsequently perceived by the George H.W. Bush and Clinton administrations through an 

ambiguity lens. This ambiguity served an important role in delaying and ultimately 

preventing intervention. In 1989 and the early 1990s, President Rafsanjani attempted to 

improve relations with the Americans, but his efforts were soon thwarted by domestic hard-

liners and by skepticism among George H.W. Bush’s national security team (Pollack 2005, 

245–253). Through the Iranian embassy in Berlin, he conveyed a proposal to form a 

working group to discuss all the major dividing issues between Iran and the United States, 

but the White House rejected the proposal. Dozens of additional indirect messages 

conveyed between both leaders through emissaries yielded only modest progress. Bush 

released hundreds of millions of dollars in a frozen Iranian bank account, and allowed the 

opening of an Iranian interest section at the Pakistani embassy in Washington. The Iranians, 

in turn, helped secure the release of the last of the American hostages held by Hezbollah in 

Lebanon in 1991. However, the United States was reluctant to take further steps in view of 
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Iran’s continued and accelerated support for terrorist attacks around the world (Crist 2012, 

384–389). 

In 1993, the incoming Clinton administration designed an approach to Iran that it 

termed “active containment.” Active containment entailed increasing international 

pressure on Iran through U.S. sanctions and efforts to undermine its relationships with the 

EU, Russia, and China, while at the same time leaving the door open to engagement. 

Military action was considered as a policy option early on but, according to then-senior 

director of Near East and South Asian affairs at the National Security Council (NSC) 

Martin Indyk, with Iran’s international network of militants, “the risks seemed too great 

and the benefits too uncertain” (Indyk 2009, 40). Iran was named alongside Iraq as part of 

the Clinton administration’s early announcement of a new “dual containment” policy in 

September, but whereas Iraq would be subject to “aggressive containment” the 

administration made clear its willingness to engage directly with Iran’s regime “provided 

that this comes through authoritative channels” (Indyk 1993).  

These efforts did not bear fruit, however, and Iran soon began pursuing a decidedly 

more aggressive foreign policy. Its agents were blamed for an attempted assassination on 

Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak in Ethiopia in 1995 and for fomenting agitation among 

Shiites in Sunni-controlled Saudi Arabia and Bahrain. In an effort to derail the peace 

process between Israel and the Palestinians, the Iranian-backed Palestinian Hamas and 

Lebanese Hezbollah orchestrated a sustained campaign of violence against Israeli and 

Jewish targets from 1993 to 1996 that proved effective. On the nuclear front, Iran began 

importing uranium hexafluoride from China in 1991, and two years later it purchased 
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hundreds of disassembled, old generation Pakistani centrifuges from the Khan network. 

Then, in 1995, Iran and Russia began rehabilitating the damaged reactor in Bushehr. Iran 

also began building a large ballistic missile program during the early 1990s, with 

significant North Korean support. 

U.S. observers were aware of only some of these developments—the Clinton 

administration successfully thwarted Russian cooperation on the construction of a heavy 

water reactor in Arak—and were more broadly suspicious of Iran’s nuclear efforts. But in 

the absence of incriminating evidence, and with Iran having rolled up much of the CIA’s 

spy network in 1989, the intelligence community could only guess how far Iran was from 

a nuclear weapon. Estimates would consistently waver between those suggesting that Iran 

was on the brink and those asserting it had five to10 years left (Campbell and Mahnami 

1997; Risen and Miller 2000; Seliktar 2012).  

The full effects of ambiguity on U.S. military intervention choices with respect to Iran 

were on full display in June 1996, when a Saudi Hezbollah attack on U.S. air force barracks 

in the Khobar Towers killed 19 Americans and wounded hundreds.1 U.S. intelligence 

suspected the Iranian Revolutionary Guard of having played a role in planning the attack, 

and President Clinton ordered his military to prepare for launching retaliatory strikes 

against Iran. General Anthony Zinni, commander of CENTCOM, oversaw the 

development of a plan called “Iron Lightening,” which envisioned heavy bombardment of 

IRGC bases throughout Iran, including in Tehran. More comprehensive plans that included 

an outright invasion and regime change, were subsequently made as well (Crist 2012, 407–

                                                
1 For more on these incidents, see Crist (2009). 
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408). However, the Saudi government withheld key evidence, preventing Clinton from 

obtaining the level of confidence and domestic support he felt he needed to order the attack 

(Pollack 2005, 324). Instead, in response to the Khobar attacks, the CIA rolled up Iranian 

agents worldwide, in what was it dubbed Operation Sapphire (not to be confused with 

Project Sapphire in 1995, to extract enriched uranium from Kazakhstan). Meanwhile, 

Congress passed and President Clinton signed the Iran and Libya Sanctions Act of 1996 

(ILSA), which placed sanctions on third-country companies trading with and investing in 

Iran and Libya in the oil, gas, and nuclear sectors. These sanctions proved effective at 

hurting Iran’s already fragile economy, with its high inflation and high unemployment. The 

administration still hoped that efforts to persuade the Saudis to disclose Iran’s role in the 

Khobar Towers attack would be successful, and continued to wait in the interim. Yet the 

Saudis only relented in 1999, at which point, according to NSC Director of Persian Gulf 

Affairs  at the time, Kenneth Pollack, too much time had passed and too much had changed 

in Iran to justify a military retaliation (Pollack 2005, 324–325).  

One of these important changes was the surprising election of President Mohammad 

Khatami, a reformist Iranian politician, in August 1997. Khatami’s election was perceived 

by many in the Clinton White House as offering a potential opportunity to initiate dialogue 

(Pollack 2005, 312–342; Indyk 2009, 217–218). Both prior to his election and 

subsequently, Khatami openly proclaimed his desire to engage in dialogue with the 

Americans. He also provided public reassurances that Iran was not a nuclear power and did 

not “intend to become one” (Amanpour 1998). There were, however, strong internal 

disagreements in the United States as to whether an overture to Khatami might be perceived 
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as a sign of eagerness and weakness by the Americans. Furthermore, with Iran’s multi-

pronged power structure, it remained unclear how much power Khatami held even if he 

were sincere 

It appears that there were similar ambiguity and hesitations on the Iranian side. The 

result was decisively muddled. Soon after Khatami’s electoral victory, the United States 

offered Iran, via Swiss intermediaries, direct high-level dialogue, but received no response 

(Indyk 2009, 219). A range of other overtures, including easing sanctions, placing the anti-

Iranian regime group Mujahideen-e-Khalq (MEK) on the U.S. list of terrorist 

organizations, and easing visa restrictions—all seemed to go unreciprocated, except in 

Tehran’s decidedly less aggressive rhetoric and foreign policy (Pollack 2005, 319–325). In 

June 1999, Clinton sent a message to Khatami through Sultan Qaboos of Oman, in which 

he called for dialogue and “good relations” between both countries, but conditioned them 

on a “clear commitment from you that you will ensure an end to Iranian involvement in 

terrorist activities […] and will bring those in Iran responsible for the [Khobar Towers] 

bombing to justice […]” (Clinton 1999; for background, see Pollack 2005, 325). Iran 

responded in a similarly ambiguous way, at once denying responsibility for the Khobar 

Towers attacks, while suggesting its agents would not be involved in similar future attacks. 

It further noted that Iran “bears no hostile intentions towards Americans and the Iranian 

people not only harbor no enmity, but have respect for the great American people” (Islamic 

Republic of Iran 1999).  

By the spring and summer of 1999, hardliners in Iran had outflanked Khatami who, 

facing growing domestic turmoil, seemed to recognize he would not be able to carry out 
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his ambitious domestic and international reforms. The short window for engagement had 

closed. For the new Bush administration in early 2001, Iran occupied a much smaller role, 

except insofar as its development of ballistic missiles necessitated, in the President’s view, 

greater investment in missile defense (Rice 2000, 61–62).  

 

4.3.2 Reengagement in Afghanistan 

It was, perhaps ironically, the September 11, 2001 attacks that reopened and even 

expanded the window for diplomacy between Iran and the United States. The fact that the 

Taliban regime had been giving shelter to Osama bin-Laden and to al-Qaeda made 

Afghanistan an immediate target for the Americans after 9/11. Iran had been a strong 

supporter of the Taliban’s chief rival, the Northern Alliance, and therefore a likely partner. 

After the Taliban regime came to power in 1996, American and Iranian officials had 

participated in direct dialogue to coordinate action in Afghanistan under the auspices of the 

Six-Plus-Two Group on Afghanistan—composed of six Afghan-neighboring states 

(including Iran), in addition to the United States and Russia. For several years, Iranian 

representatives to the talks had urged their American counterparts to do more against the 

Taliban (Pollack 2005, 345–346).  

Now with the United States fully committed, both countries’ interests in Afghanistan 

were fairly aligned. Coordinating their plans and actions required more direct dialogue, 

and it took place through multiple channels. In Geneva and Paris, Ambassador Ryan 

Crocker conducted direct talks with official representatives of Iran, including Mohammad 

Taherian, a high ranking Iranian diplomat and former ambassador. Italy and Germany 
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provided diplomatic cover for the talks under the mantle of the “Geneva Group.” The 

Iranians identified priority targets for U.S. bombings, and even went so far as stating, 

according to Crocker, that Iran and the United States were “natural allies” in the Middle 

East (Crist 2012, 432).  

Through the Geneva Group, Iran provided valuable political support to Operation 

Enduring Freedom by acting as an intermediary with the Northern Alliance. It offered 

logistical support in various ways, including the use of airfields in eastern Iran by U.S. 

transport airplanes (which the United States rejected), and to grant sanctuary to American 

pilots forced to eject over Iran (which the Americans gladly accepted) (Crist 2012, 432). 

Iran also gave the Americans information about hundreds of former Taliban and al-Qaeda 

personnel and their families it had detained and, in at least one case, handed over a senior 

al-Qaeda leader captured in Iran.   

As the U.S.-led coalition routed the Taliban, a second diplomatic channel opened up at 

the Bonn Conference on the future of Afghanistan in early December 2001. While the 

conference was taking place, James Dobbins, Bush’s special envoy to Afghanistan, and 

Zalmay Khalilzad, an NSC senior director for Southwest Asia, the Near East, and North 

African Affairs, met frequently with Iran’s ambassador to the United Nations, Mohammad 

Zarif, as well as Taherian. Over morning coffees, they shared many hours of conversation. 

The Iranians provided valuable information about Afghanistan, and together both parties 

settled key details for the future Afghanistan, including an agreement that Harnid Karzai 

would serve as Afghanistan’s new president (Khalilzad 2016; Crist 2012, 434). Iran used 

the Bonn Conference to further offer formal comprehensive negotiations with the United 
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States, an offer that was conveyed through U.S. Treasury Secretary Paul O’Neill. Although 

Rice and the White House seemed disinterested (Crist 2012, 436), weeks later Rice drafted 

an internal policy memo advocating direct engagement with Iran on a more permanent 

basis, particularly with respect to Iraq. Later that month, at a principals meeting, both 

Cheney and Rumsfeld rejected Rice’s draft memo. Instead, Rumsfeld advocated providing 

direct U.S. military support to Iranian opposition groups and making it U.S. policy to 

overthrow the regime in Tehran. But a strong pushback by Powell, Rice, Attorney General 

John Ashcroft, and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Richard Myers ultimately prevailed, and 

the language was left out of the document. Cheney then suggested including a reference 

rejecting any bilateral dialogue between both governments. With no clear direction from 

Bush, Rice decided to shelve the policy document (Crist 2012, 443–447) 

In early January 2002, the diplomatic window for engagement began closing once 

again. Israel’s capture of Karine A, a boat loaded with Iranian munitions destined for 

Hamas in Gaza, the U.S. failure to respond to Iran’s offer of formal negotiations and, later 

that month, Iran’s inclusion in Bush’s “Axis of Evil” speech, signaled an end to that short 

and tentative honeymoon period. Iran withdrew from the Geneva Group, and took a number 

of additional steps to show its displeasure, including the release of a high ranking Taliban 

leader that the United States had coveted. At the Pentagon, Doug Feith and others advanced 

the view that, once the United States removed Iraq’s Saddam Hussein from power and 

installed democracy, the Iranian people would rise up against their regime (Crist 2012, 

452). When Zarif was appointed to serve as Iran’s UN ambassador in September 2002, he 

attempted to revive the Geneva Channel with Crocker as a way of creating a dialogue 
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concerning Iraq similar to the one on Afghanistan. Crocker asked the White House for 

guidance, and the administration made clear that it opposed meaningful negotiations on a 

bilateral basis (Crist 2012, 459).  

One of the factors contributing to the Bush administration’s position was the discovery 

earlier in 2002 that Iran had maintained a nuclear enrichment facility in Natanz. Israel 

reportedly shared the evidence it had gathered in a meeting between President Bush and 

Israeli Prime Minister Sharon. According to Sharon’s adviser Dov Weisglass, who was 

present at the meeting, Bush responded saying: “Don’t you worry, they will not have a 

nuclear weapon” (Dayan 2012). On August 14, a dissident Iranian group dubbed the 

National Council of Resistance of Iran (NCRI) publicly revealed the existence of the 

Natanz facility, in addition to a secret heavy water plant in Arak. U.S. intelligence agencies 

confirmed the information in September. Iran soon acknowledged both facilities and 

gradually allowed the IAEA to inspect them, but insisted that their purpose was peaceful 

nuclear energy. Members of the administration did not believe these claims. They argued 

that, as a major oil producer, Iran hardly needed nuclear energy, and that if Iran’s intentions 

truly had been peaceful, it would not have hidden the existence of these facilities (Bush 

2010, 415). When IAEA inspectors visited the Natanz facility in early 2003, they found 

traces of highly enriched uranium, which forced Iran to disclose that some of the 

centrifuges had been acquired second-hand from Pakistan (D. Albright 2006).   

Still, rather than force matters to a head, the Bush administration sought to avoid direct 

confrontation and resolved to work primarily through the IAEA and the E-3, composed of 

Britain, France, and Germany. Following the discovery at Natanz, the E-3 countries 
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negotiated with Iran a suspension of its uranium enrichment, in exchange for a number of 

economic incentives. As part of the deal, the United States also agreed to remove its 

opposition to Iran’s membership in the World Trade Organization and allowed Boeing to 

sell Iran replacement parts for civilian aircraft.  

 Given the American focus on preventing non-proliferation at the time, which was the 

primary rationale for invading Iraq, it seems reasonable to wonder why the United States 

did not pursue Iran with the same kind of vigor it showed toward Iraq. Most obviously, a 

major reason had to do with the fact that the United States was in the final stages of 

preparing for war in Iraq. The administration had invested much political capital 

domestically and internationally to make the case for war with Iraq. Carrying out a 

simultaneous intervention in Iraq and Iran would have significantly increased instability in 

the already unstable region, and would have drained U.S. military and diplomatic 

resources. Moreover, Iranian acquiescence was critical to the success of the intervention in 

Iraq.  

Still, another important reason for the lack of urgent attention to Iran was a sense inside 

the administration that the Iranian program did not pose an imminent threat, and that it 

would be much harder to rally other countries to work against it because there were stronger 

economic ties between Iran and Europe and less consensus over Iran’s nuclear intentions. 

“As troubling as the Iranian program was in 2002,” Condoleezza Rice later remarked, “it 

seemed to be at a relatively early stage of development. It was not that Iran was completely 

trusted by the international community, but there was so much normal economic and 

political interaction between Tehran and the rest of the world that, for most of our friends, 
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there was little urgency to intervene. We were pretty lonely in calling out the growing 

dangers of the Iranian nuclear threat […]” (Rice 2011, 165).  

The uncertainty aversion framework anticipates this dynamic. In Chapter 2, I discussed 

the “paradox of early delay,” in which intervention is far more likely to be militarily 

successful earlier than later on, but is delayed because there is not yet sufficient agreement 

over the adversary’s intentions or capabilities. In this instance, the impending war in Iraq, 

as well as the sense in Washington that the evidentiary basis for action against Iran would 

need to be stronger, ensured a muted response. There was also hope inside the White House 

that the example of Iraq would pressure adversaries such as Iran to reconsider their 

proliferation programs. As a result, military intervention in Iran was never seriously 

contemplated during this period.  

 

4.3.3 A “Grand Bargain”? 

For a time after the March 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq, U.S. hopes that it would help 

rein in Iran’s nuclear ambitions seemed to come to fruition. Less than two months after the 

war began, Iran undertook an unprecedented diplomatic overture toward the United States. 

The Iranian foreign ministry sent the State Department a plain single-page memorandum 

proposing comprehensive negotiations over hot-button issues between both countries. The 

letter describes the aims of both sides and then suggests negotiations in three parallel 

tracks: disarmament, terrorism and regional security, and economic cooperation (Kristof 
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2007a).2 As part of the agreement on negotiations, both sides would agree to consider each 

side’s concerns in each of these tracks. On the Iranian side, issues to be discussed included 

an end to U.S. sanctions; recognition of Iran’s right to develop peaceful nuclear, biological, 

and chemical technologies; and ending U.S. support to the anti-regime MEK. More 

staggering was the list of items that the Iranians identified as U.S. aims and that they agreed 

to discuss: ensuring that Iran does not develop weapons of mass destruction; ending 

military support for the Palestinian Hamas and Islamic Jihad; disarming Hezbollah; and 

accepting the Saudi 2002 initiative for ending the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The letter had 

been drafted by Iran’s ambassador to France, Sadeq Kharrazi, a brother of Khamenei’s 

daughter-in-law, and was sent without a letterhead or signatures but with Khamenei’s 

skeptical blessing. Zarif personally edited the document.3  

Ultimately, however, the offer, which later became known as the “Grand Bargain,” 

never received a response from the White House. The precise reasons are not well 

understood, in part due to conflicting accounts offered by members of the State 

Department, NSC, and the White House, and in part because there was never formal 

discussion of the proposal by the NSC. Some, primarily midlevel staff at State and the 

NSC, saw the proposal as offering a path-breaking opportunity to resolve one of the United 

States’ most entrenched disputes.4 Some accounts maintain that Cheney and Rumsfeld 

                                                
2 For a copy of the memorandum, see http://www.nytimes.com/packages/pdf/opinion/20070429_iran-memo-
3.pdf (accessed February 21, 2016).   
3 A draft version of the letter with Zarif’s own edits, exposed by NY Times columnist Nicholas Kristof (Kristof 
2007b), is available at https://www.scribd.com/doc/170613911/Edited-version-of-US-Iran-road-map-
proposal (accessed February 21, 2016). 
4 These included Lawrence Wilkinson, Powell’s chief of staff at State (Porter 2006), and Flynt Leverett, who 
was Senior Director for Middle East affairs at the NSC (Kessler 2007). 
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reviewed and opposed responding to the Iranian offer (Porter 2006; Parsi 2013). Trita Parsi, 

who at the time served as an aide to Republican congressman Bob Ney—who was chosen 

by Switzerland’s Ambassador to Iran Tim Guldimann to submit a copy of the proposal to 

the White House—claims that Karl Rove received it and had discussed it with Ney, which 

means that Bush almost certainly would have known about it (Parsi 2013; Goodman 2007). 

Still others have denied the proposal ever reached the White House. Rice has maintained 

she did not know about this proposal at the time, and she and others have pointed out that 

reports of Iranian offers to negotiate were frequent but often had little basis.5  

Furthermore, some of those aware of the letter were skeptical. Powell’s deputy at State, 

Richard Armitage, noted serious doubts about the authenticity of the document and whether 

Khamenei approved it, since it conflicted with messages they were receiving through other 

channels (Barker and Rizzi 2007). He pointed out that Zarif, who had met with Crocker 

and Khalilzad on May 3, the same day the Iranian proposal was delivered to the State 

Department, made no mention of the document. John Bolton, a Cheney ally working on 

arms control at the State Department, viewed the Iranian effort as “a ruse to buy more time 

for their nefarious activities and nuclear weapons program” (Crist 2012, 478). 

Around this time the occupation in Iraq appeared to be progressing well and so the 

Bush national security team returned to weighing Iran policy. In a June 2003 principals 

                                                
5 In her February 7, 2007 congressional testimony, Rice stated that, “I have read about this so-called proposal 
from Iran. We had people who said the Iranians want to talk to you; lots of people who said the Iranians want 
to talk to you. But I think I would have noticed if the Iranians had said ‘we are ready to recognize Israel.’ 
Congressman, I just don’t remember ever seeing any such thing” (Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of 
Representatives 2007, 79) 
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meeting, Rice proposed a policy combining three elements: continuous pressure to end its 

nuclear development and support for terrorism, public advocacy of “democratic 

transformation” in Iran, and making clear that the threat of force against Iran was on the 

table. As was often the case, Powell found the suggestion overly aggressive, while 

Rumsfeld and Cheney felt it was not aggressive enough. Powell’s opposition was rooted 

in ambiguity about the future: “we shouldn't push for regime change—we don't know what 

we’ll get,” he warned. Rumsfeld and Cheney were frustrated by the lack of hard 

intelligence, with Cheney commenting that, “we can’t just do nothing. […] We need to 

determine targets, especially if they hit us. We need options to take advantage of this 

window.” Rice remained uncommitted. Crist, the federal historian, observed: “Without any 

agreement, and lacking an unequivocal presidential edict, nothing happened. America's 

Iran policy drifted on an endless river of point papers and discussions (Crist 2012, 474–

475).  

In sum, time and again during this period ambiguity served to preserve the status quo 

policy toward Iran by spawning disagreements that could not be easily resolved, and 

encouraging delays in the search for better information. This was the case both in the 

consideration of military intervention and of serious diplomatic negotiations. In the case of 

the Khobar Tower attacks, delays caused by ambiguity would prove important to 

preventing a U.S. retaliatory strike inside Iran. On the other end of the spectrum, 

ambiguities about the power structure in Tehran and Iranian intentions repeatedly scuttled 

potential diplomatic solutions early during Rafsanjani’s presidency and during Khatami’s 

both terms in office.  
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4.4  Ambiguity Prevails, 2005-2013 

Starting with Bush’s second term in office, his administration’s paralysis in forming an 

Iran policy was starting to ebb. With Rice appointed Secretary of State to replace the 

departing Powell, and Hadley promoted to National Security Advisor, greater attention and 

energies were directed toward Iran. Increased attention was facilitated by developments in 

the Middle East, not least of which was evidence that Iran was seeking nuclear weapons 

after the CIA obtained an Iranian laptop containing abundant discussions and designs of 

nuclear warheads by Iranian engineers in 2004 (Crist 2012, 491). In June 2005 the 

conservative mayor of Tehran, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, was elected President of Iran, and 

he promptly announced that Iran would resume uranium enrichment. Also in 2005, Israeli 

and American intelligence reportedly uncovered work on a highly fortified uranium 

enrichment site near the city of Qom, later known as the Fordow Fuel Enrichment Plant 

(Dayan 2012). Dug into the side of a mountain, it was secure against nearly any 

conventional munition in the U.S. arsenal. In Iraq, Iran’s Quds Force, an elite IRGC unit, 

was playing a disruptive role through its support for the Sadr militia in the escalating civil 

war between Iraqi Shiites and Sunnis.  

Given these negative trends and a widely shared belief that the diplomatic clock was 

beginning to run out, forming a strategy for Iran finally became a top priority for the Bush 

White House. As part of this strategic debate, U.S. leaders and their Israeli counterparts 

would now, for the first time, actively consider carrying out a military intervention to 

destroy Iran’s nascent nuclear program.  
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4.4.1 The Carrot and the Sticks 

After Ahmadinejad’s rise to power and Iran’s resumed uranium enrichment, Iran began 

to occupy a more central place in the internal discussions of the National Security Council 

and in President Bush’s deliberations with foreign heads of states. According to Bush, these 

discussions focused on three main options: direct diplomacy, military actions, and 

multilateral diplomacy coupled with sanctions. He rejected the first two. “I believed talking 

to Ahmadinejad would legitimize him and his views,” he wrote. He refused to take military 

strikes off the table and instructed the military to prepare plans for an attack. Because of 

the threat Iran posed to Israel and Middle East stability, Bush believed that “America could 

not allow Iran to have a nuclear weapon.” But he also viewed them as a last resort and was 

sympathetic to the arguments made by some, who “thought destroying the regime’s prized 

project would embolden the opposition,” and that “a foreign military operation would stir 

up Iranian nationalism and unite the people against us” (Bush 2010, 417). Bush believed 

that multilateral diplomacy coupled with sanctions could work by pressuring the regime to 

improve economic conditions, emboldening reformists, and providing tangible incentives 

for Iran to cooperate. “I thought about the problem in terms of two ticking clocks. One 

measured Iran’s progress toward the bomb; the other tracked the ability of the reformers to 

instigate change. My objective was to slow the first clock and speed the second” (Bush 

2010, 417).  

Bush believed that an approach combining multilateral diplomacy, sanctions, and the 

threat of force—carrots and sticks—was the only option that could support this objective. 
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With a carefully calibrated and consistent application, the United States would be able to 

steer Iran toward a diplomatic solution. This combination also provided the United States 

with its own powerful weapon: strategic ambiguity. The deliberate vagueness of “all 

options on the table” was designed to do just that—to persuade the Iranians against 

choosing the more uncertain option of continued nuclear weapons development. Rice told 

the Commander of the Fifth Fleet in 2007, as Crist puts it, “that the ambiguity about 

American intentions helped keep Iran guessing and aided the diplomatic efforts in Geneva” 

(Crist 2012, 495). With access to classified government documents, Crist adds that,  

 

“In late 2005, the president signed off on the Iran Action Plan [...]. It outlined a series 

of actions across the government to counter Iran and focused on sanctions, diplomacy, 

and a common message to highlight Iran's malign activities across the Middle East. A 

key goal of the Iran Action Plan would be to try to drive a wedge between the Iranian 

population and its government. On Halloween in 2005, Hadley laid out for the other 

principal officials a number of these actions to begin immediately. While the Treasury 

and State Departments moved to limit Iran's access to money and dual-use technology, 

the U.S. government would conduct a broad information operation campaign designed 

to promote freedom in Iran. This included welcoming dissidents to Washington, 

academic exchanges, supporting Iranian bloggers, and establishing Internet chat rooms 

to increase exchanges between Iranian and American students” (Crist 2012, 496–497).6  

                                                
6 Crist appears to be the only available source on this Iran Action Plan. I try to refrain from relying on single 
sources for important information, but as Crist is federal historian with clear access to classified documents 
and principals, I have decided to include the information accompanied with this note.  
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Multilateral diplomacy required a gradual approach to secure the support of states that had 

closer cooperation with Iran, particularly Russia and China. On January 30, 2006, after a 

long and tense exchange, Rice and Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov arrived at an 

understanding in Paris that would pave the way for a multilateral approach to Iran’s nuclear 

program (Rice 2011). Consistent with Bush’s decision, the approach would focus on two 

tracks: one track would encourage Iran to negotiate and work with the IAEA, while a 

second track would threaten sanctions through the UN Security Council if Iran refused to 

negotiate or did not fully cooperate with weapons inspectors. To ensure they were able to 

enforce sanctions if and when needed, the United States sought to create a forum consisting 

of the foreign ministers of the five permanent members of the Security Council (the United 

States, Russia, the United Kingdom, France, and China), in addition to Germany—

thereafter known as the P5+1. During the Paris meeting, Rice and her P5+1 colleagues 

agreed to go first through the negotiation track and only then refer the matter to the Security 

Council for consideration of sanctions.  

To facilitate this policy shift, Secretary Rice announced on May 31, 2006, that the 

United States was willing to engage Iran directly together with the United Kingdom, 

France, and Germany (the EU-3), in exchange for verifiable suspension of Iran’s 

enrichment activities (Rice 2006). Rice and other senior Bush administration officials were 

skeptical that Iran would respond favorably to the offer. Yet they wanted to make an earnest 

effort in order to demonstrate Iranian intransigence to the Russians and Chinese, whose 

support would be critical for approving international sanctions. Cheney supported the 
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initiative because he felt that, if Iran rejected the offer, it would help demonstrate its 

obstinacy and expedite sanctions. Another motivation was uncertainty reduction. Under 

Secretary of State for Political Affairs Nicholas Burns supported the idea because “if we 

could just get them to the table, we could get an idea of their bottom line and see if there 

was a deal to be made between the United States and Iran” (Crist 2012, 505–506).  

As they had anticipated, Iran’s response was lukewarm. To ensure that Iran does not 

delay responding to buy time, the Security Council passed Resolution 1696 on July 31, 

2006, threatening sanctions if Iran did not suspend uranium enrichment by August 31. 

When Iran finally did engage the offer, its representatives demanded that the United States 

participate in the meeting to negotiate over the terms of suspending Iran’s uranium 

enrichment. Rice refused, insisting that suspension precede negotiations with the United 

States. Finally, in September 2006, shortly before President Ahmadinejad was due to make 

his second appearance at the UN General Assembly, Rice offered a compromise: Iran 

would agree with other members of P5+1 to suspend uranium enrichment and then Rice 

would join the negotiations the following day. Iran’s emissary, Ali Larijani, at first agreed 

to these terms but ultimately backed out of the deal (Rice 2011, 535–537). Iran had already 

gone beyond the August 31 deadline, and so Russia and China agreed to move forward 

with sanctions. On December 23, 2006, the UN Security Council unanimously adopted 

Resolution 1737, which imposed sanctions on the sale of nuclear-related technology and 

materials to Iran, and froze assets of individuals and corporations, which would stay in 

place until Iran suspended its nuclear enrichment activities. The Resolution also created a 

committee with the authority to add entities to financial restrictions list on an ongoing basis, 
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without requiring new resolutions. Resolution 1737 was followed by Resolution 1747 in 

March 2007, which imposed an arms embargo and expanded the list of entities whose 

overseas assets would be frozen.  

With strong economic sanctions against Iran now in place, President Bush was prepared 

to let the clock run until the economic and political damage strengthened reformers 

sufficiently that Iran would be forced to reconsider continuing its nuclear activities. At the 

same time, to slow down Iran’s progress toward a nuclear weapon, Bush took a number of 

steps, including ordering a second carrier strike group to the Persian Gulf in January 

2007—a signal that he was serious when claiming that “all option are on the table” (Bush 

2007a). In addition, Bush ordered U.S. intelligence organizations to devise covert programs 

for slowing down Iran’s nuclear program.  

In mid-2007, a number of prominent Iranian nuclear scientists were assassinated in 

Tehran, reportedly by Israeli Mossad agents. Israel viewed Iran’s accelerating nuclear 

activities with growing alarm. In 2005, Prime Minister Ariel Sharon ordered Mossad to 

undertake whatever covert actions were necessary to end Iran’s nuclear program. In 

conversations with the Americans, Sharon and his successor, Ehud Olmert (after Sharon 

suffered a debilitating stroke in January 2006), emphasized that Iran’s program posed an 

existential threat to Israel’s security and that Israel would not allow Iran to develop a 

nuclear weapon. Olmert agreed, however, that there was still time to let sanctions run their 

course (Gates 2015, 183). 
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4.4.2 A “Mini-Iran” in Syria?  

Israel was not only concerned about Iran, however. In 2006, Israeli agents uncovered 

evidence that Syria had begun construction of a plutonium plant (Kfir and Dor 2015, 291). 

In April 2007, a delegation headed by Prime Minister Olmert met with White House 

official, including Bush, Cheney, and Hadley. Israeli satellite images showed that the al-

Kibar reactor was modeled after North Korean plutonium reactors, and files reportedly 

captured from the computer of Syria’s leading nuclear scientist included pictures of 

personnel of Asian origin working at the site (Dayan 2012).7 Before leaving, Olmert asked 

Bush to launch an attack to destroy the reactor.  

During subsequent months, Hadley ran a weekly group meeting with the Chair of Joint 

Chiefs, General Peter Pace, the Director of National Intelligence (DNI) Mike McConnell, 

CIA director Michael Hayden, Secretary Rice, Secretary Gates, and Cheney, in order to 

form a policy recommendation for dealing with the Syrian reactor (Cheney 2011, 468). 

There was little doubt that the United States could relatively easily destroy the reactor. 

Though some participants raised concerns about the potential that Syria would retaliate 

against U.S. troops in Iraq, Syria’s weak military was in no position to engage in sustained 

fighting with superior U.S. forces. Furthermore, an isolated attack against a covert nuclear 

facility was unlikely to spark a large international crisis. Perhaps the biggest risk to an 

attack was domestic. Around this time, the Bush administration was increasingly on the 

defensive in Iraq and needed all the congressional good will it could get to approve 

President Bush’s plan for a “surge” in Iraq. Yet here too the risks were modest, especially 

                                                
7 Israel informed the British Prime Minister as well (Kfir and Dor 2015, 292) 
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when compared to the opportunities. Many friends of Israel in the Congress and elsewhere, 

including many Democrats, would likely have welcomed a successful operation to 

eliminate the possibility of a potential Syrian nuclear weapon, and an attack offered a 

relatively easy military “win” for an administration losing credibility.  

Based on these factors, Vice President Cheney supported launching an aerial strike to 

destroy the reactor, which he believed would send a clear message to Iran and other would-

be proliferators that the United States was serious when it threatened military action. Yet 

he was alone among the participants of Hadley’s forum who supported military action 

(Cheney 2011, 468; Gates 2015). A key core concern for opponents was uncertainty over 

the nature of Syria’s facility. According to Cheney, “Much of our conversation focused on 

the bad intelligence we had received about Iraq’s stockpiles of weapons of mass 

destruction. That experience made some key policymakers very reluctant to consider robust 

options for dealing with the Syrian plan. I found that regrettable. […] Although the 

evidence about the Syrian nuclear reactor was solid, the intelligence community’s failure 

on Iraq was still affecting our decision making” (Cheney 2011, 469).  

In mid-June, Cheney outlined his case for a military strike before President Bush, who 

then requested a wider discussion with his national security team. At that June 17 meeting, 

Bush and his advisers considered two possible pathways: a diplomatic course of action, 

whether through private channels or by publicly exposing the reactor and demanding its 

immediate removal, and a military strike by either the United States or Israel. Like most of 

his advisers, Bush leaned toward the diplomatic pathway: “As a military matter, the 

bombing mission would be straightforward. The Air Force could destroy the target, no 
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sweat. But bombing a sovereign country with no warning or announced justification would 

create severe blowback” (Bush 2010, 421).  

Two days later, Prime Minister Olmert again arrived in Washington, and again urged 

President Bush to launch an attack on Syria’s nuclear reactor. This discussion prompted 

Bush to convene a wider NSC meeting in late June. Cheney reiterated his argument for a 

military strike in Syria, but found he was again “a lone voice.” Bush asked: “Does anyone 

here agree with the vice president?” According to Cheney, “Not a single hand went up 

around the room” (Cheney 2011, 471). Bush saw uncertainty over the nature of Syria’s 

reactor as his ultimate objection to a military attack: “Before I made a decision, I asked 

CIA Director Mike Hayden to conduct an intelligence assessment. He explained that the 

analysts had high confidence that the plant housed a nuclear reactor. But because they could 

not confirm the location of the facilities necessary to turn the plutonium into a weapon, 

they had only low confidence of a Syrian nuclear weapons program.” Like Bush, Rice felt 

that bombing “the Syrian reactor to make a point about proliferation in the face of uncertain 

intelligence was, to put it mildly, reckless” (Rice 2011, 713). 

Following this discussion, Bush decided to urge the Israelis to take a diplomatic 

approach. The approach would begin with a joint U.S.-Israeli public announcement that 

Syria was secretly working toward a nuclear weapon, which would then call on Syria’s 

government to end its program or face sanctions. Rice believed the Israelis would agree. 

Cheney was skeptical and predicted that Israel would take military action independently.  

Two weeks later, Bush called Olmert to explain that he had decided to pursue a 

diplomatic route. “Mike [Hayden’s] report clarified my decision. ‘I cannot justify an attack 
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on a sovereign nation unless my intelligence agencies stand up and say it’s a weapons 

program,’ I said to Olmert.” Olmert was disappointed: “He told me the threat of a nuclear 

weapons program in Syria was an ‘existential’ issue for Israel, and he worried diplomacy 

would bog down and fail. ‘I must be honest and sincere with you. Your strategy is very 

disturbing to me’” (Bush 2010, 421–422; Dayan 2012). Before ending the call, Olmert 

asked, and Bush agreed, to maintain secrecy over Syria’s reactor until Israel made its 

decision on how to act (Cheney 2011, 472).  

On the evening of September 5, Olmert convened the Israeli security cabinet for the 

last of six meetings to consider a strike on the Syrian nuclear reactor. With just one minister 

opposing, the decision to attack the reactor was approved (Kfir and Dor 2015, 292). Shortly 

after midnight, 10 Israeli F-15s bombed the reactor, and Israeli Special Forces arrived on 

the ground to collect evidence of the activities on the site. According to Israeli sources, 35 

people were killed, including some North Korean nationals (Kfir and Dor 2015, 293). To 

avoid embarrassing Assad and thereby pressuring him to respond, Israel and the United 

States did not disclose the attack for months. Information about the strike was officially 

leaked only once it was determined that the risk of retaliation by Syria had subsided (Dayan 

2012). Syria did not subsequently reconstitute its nuclear program, which has been a source 

of relief to many in Israel and the West once the country began spiraling down toward civil 

war in 2013.   

The Syrian episode would serve as a compressed and less complex prelude to the 

dynamics involving Iran’s program. In some ways, the Syrian case was quite different. 

Syria had covertly developed a single site that had not yet been hardened against aerial 
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bombs, whereas Iran had a complex network of sites, some buried under ground and under 

reinforced concrete. Syria’s nuclear program was still covert, whereas the existence of 

Iran’s program was well known.  

But both cases also bore many similarities. Both involved a nuclear program in a 

Middle Eastern country hostile to the United States and Israel. Both programs were initially 

developed covertly, far from the eyes of international inspectors. Both countries relied on 

foreign assistance to develop their programs—Iran on the Pakistani A. Q. Khan network, 

and Syria on North Korea. More importantly, both cases involved a triadic decision game, 

where, in considering military intervention, U.S. policymakers had to consider not only the 

consequences of a possible intervention but also those of an Israeli intervention should the 

United States decline to act. Similarities between both cases also extended to decision-

making dynamics. Those within the Bush administration who opposed to attacking the 

Syrian reactor, including Rice, Gates, and Admiral Mullen, were also skeptical about 

attacking Iran. And Cheney, who supported attacking Syria, would soon support striking 

in Iran as well. As Cheney pointed out, it would have been hard to imagine that the United 

States would decline to launch an attack in Syria, where conditions were favorable, but 

later launch a much riskier and more uncertain attack against Iran. This was also the 

conclusion Israel’s leaders apparently took away from the episode, and it would later 

encourage them to explore unilateral intervention in Iran. Perhaps it was the conclusion 

Iran took away as well. Bush believed that “the bombing demonstrated Israel’s willingness 

to act alone,” which would complicate his planning as he considered his options toward 

Iran during his last year in office (Bush 2010, 422). 
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More striking, however, is the role uncertainty played in the U.S. decision not to attack 

Syria. It is useful to recall here that, when faced with a possible nuclear program in Iraq 

just a few years earlier, the main uncertainty preoccupied many of the same officials 

concerned not whether Iraq had been developed weapons, but what Iraq would do with 

those weapons—even as less had been known about Iraq’s program than about Syria’s 

nascent reactor. There was almost no large forum debate about whether a major ground 

intervention in Iraq was advisable, yet there were regular high level meetings to discuss 

whether to launch a single aerial strike. In Iraq, senior Administration officials were almost 

unanimous in supporting intervention, whereas in Syria the opposite was the case. The 

reasons for the concentration on worst-case scenarios and lack of debate in Iraq’s case have 

been explained in Chapter 3. But what explains this contradictory response in the case of 

Syria? 

A large part of the answer is suggested through participants’ statements above. Cheney 

has maintained that many of the debates on Syria “focused on the bad intelligence we had 

received about Iraq’s stockpiles of weapons of mass destruction” (Cheney 2011, 469). Both 

Bush and Rice have argued that, despite the fact that the al-Kibar site was clearly a nuclear 

reactor, uncertainty over whether it was intended for weapons led them to reject an 

intervention. Clearly, the lessons of Iraq, especially as they concerned overlooking 

uncertainties and making sweeping assumptions, strongly shaped Bush’s consideration of 

another counter-proliferation attack. Secretary of Defense Gates explicitly drew a 

connection between Iraq, uncertainty, and his opposition to attacking reactors in both Syria 

and Iran. With deteriorating wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, he thought at the time, “the first 
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thing to do is stop digging.” In his desk drawer at the Pentagon, he kept a quote penned by 

British Prime Minister Winston Churchill: “Never, never believe any war will be smooth 

and easy, or that anyone who embarks on the strange voyage can measure the tides and 

hurricane he will encounter. The statesmen who yields to war fever must realize that, once 

the signal is given, he is no longer the master of policy but the slave of unforeseeable and 

uncontrollable events” (Gates 2015, 182).  

Clearly then uncertainty is essential to understanding the Bush administration’s 

response in the case of Syria. As the uncertainty aversion framework suggests, ambiguity 

reinforced the status quo in Syria’s case and prevented U.S. intervention. Faced with a 

relatively low risk operation that was likely to be tactically successful and potentially 

strategically as well (by ending Syria’s program and deterring Iran), the United States 

declined to intervene because it did not possess sufficient information about Syria’s nuclear 

program. In the face of uncertainty, Bush’s instinct was to wait and gather more 

intelligence while applying diplomatic pressure on Syria, even though he knew the Israelis 

might choose to strike in the interim, which could have complicated matters significantly. 

The fact that senior officials experienced uncertainty about Syria’s intent also created space 

for internal disagreements among them—primarily between Cheney, who supported 

military action, and Rice and Gates, who opposed it. Yet beyond these rationalist processes, 

one must wonder whether cognitive uncertainty aversion mechanisms did not play a central 

part here as well. It is true that neither the United States nor Israel could prove Syria’s goals 

for its nuclear program. Still, the fact Syria chose to develop the reactor covertly, while 

relying on North Korean engineers, should have been fairly damning. Whatever their 
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misgivings about an attack, it probably should have been viewed through a risk 

environment lens. That it did not suggests a fundamental change in tolerance for ambiguity 

among Bush and others, most likely in response to their experience in Iraq. This reduction 

in tolerance for uncertainty is also consistent with the uncertainty aversion framework, 

which predicts that increased experience and lower confidence in information would render 

leaders more hesitant to let go of the status quo intervention policy.  

 

4.4.3 Bush’s Last Chance? 

Bush’s final two years in office saw proponents and opponents of intervention within 

and outside his national security team in open conflict. Supporters of intervention, 

including Israel, Sunni Gulf states, hawks in Congress, and Bush’s own vice president, 

urged him to attack Iran’s nuclear facilities before leaving office. His own 2006 National 

Security Strategy proclaimed that the United States faces “no greater challenge from a 

single country than from Iran,” adding that diplomacy “must succeed if confrontation is to 

be avoided” (White House 2006, 20). Meanwhile, Gates, Rice, Chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs Admiral Mike Mullen (who assumed his position in late June 2007), and other high-

ranking military generals opposed such as attack. This battle would be waged behind closed 

doors and in the press, souring relations inside the Bush team and between the White House 

and the military and intelligence communities.  

The main impetus for considering intervention at that juncture was not Iran’s nuclear 

program but rather its comprehensive support, through the elite Quds force, for Iraqi Shiite 

militias fighting and killing U.S. troops with Iranian-made improvised explosive devices 
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(IEDs). Since 2006, both sides began engaging in direct covert actions against each other 

inside Iraq. In the spring of 2007, Cheney advocated military strikes on Quds force 

facilities inside Iran to send a clear message to Tehran. Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Peter 

Pace and CENTCOM Commander William Fallon both opposed the suggestion on the 

grounds that Iran’s retaliation could dramatically raise the costs in Iraq, as well as 

uncertainty over whether the facilities in question were indeed used to build IEDs (Crist 

2012, 532). Bush eventually declined to take military action.  

In July, the recently appointed Defense Secretary Gates visited Saudi King Abdullah. 

As an ardent opponent of war in Iran, Gates “consistently opposed anything that might 

draw us into a new conflict” (Gates 2015, 182). Many of the Gulf Sunni states, and Saudi 

Arabia in particular, viewed Iran with no less alarm than Israel, and for years had been 

quietly agitating for the United States to take tougher action against it. While meeting Saudi 

King Abdullah, the latter expressed his hope that the United States would launch a full-

scale intervention in Iran, including targeting its nuclear sites. In response, Gates told 

Abdullah that, if Bush undertook such action without a preceding Iranian military attack, 

he would “likely be impeached” (Gates 2015, 185). Gates’ statement was soon relayed 

back to Washington, where it was not well received. As a high-ranking representative of 

the U.S. government, his remark could have been construed to suggest that President Bush 

had ruled out an attack—which he hadn’t to Gates’ knowledge at the time. Even if Bush 

had ruled out an attack, his statement was likely to weaken the President’s hand in 

pressuring Iran and containing Saudi Arabia. Both Bush and Cheney viewed the comment 



 

203 
 

as “inappropriate” and emphasized to the Saudis that Gates was speaking on his own behalf 

(Cheney 2011, 478).  

Though speaking out of turn, Gates’ remark accurately captured the prevailing political 

and public sentiment in the United States. By this point in the Iraq war, even the most 

optimistic hawks were forced to acknowledge that all was not well. American public 

disillusionment with the war and the President’s foreign policy was widespread, with only 

33 approving of his handling of his job and 29 percent approving his handling of the war 

on terrorism.8 A rising Senator from Illinois, Barack Obama, was gaining traction in the 

Democratic presidential primary race by promising to engage Iran and criticizing her 

hawkish views on the issue (Gordon and Zeleny 2007). Indeed, the question of Iran had 

become a flashpoint in debates between Obama and Senator Hillary Clinton, with Clinton 

criticizing Obama’s naïveté on the issue (Healy 2007). Public support for military action 

to stop Iran’s nuclear weapons program was at its nadir at about 18 percent—down from 

28-30 percent in February and March 2005, 56-65 percent in June and July 2003, and 71 

percent in September 2002.9  

Already frustrated with Iranian activities in Iran and Afghanistan, and pressured to 

demonstrate its resolve, the administration announced in mid-August that it had decided to 

                                                
8 ABC News/Washington Post, September 27 - September 30, 2007 (USABCWP.100107.R01); Ipsos-Public 
Affairs, October 1 - October 3, 2007 (USIPSOSR.200710US1.Q03I3). Both polls were retrieved February 
28, 2016 from Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, iPOLL. 
9 Gallup, November 2 - November 4, 2007 (USAIPOUSA2007-36); Gallup, February 25 - February 27, 2005 
(USAIPOCNUS2005-12); ABC News/Washington Post, March 10 - March 13, 2005 
(USABCWP.031505.R29AB); ABC/Washington Post poll, June 18 – June 22, 2003 
(USABCWP.062303.R09); Program On International Policy Attitudes, University of Maryland, July 11 - 
July 20, 2003 (USUMARY2003-07); Gallup/CNN/USA Today poll, January 11-14, 2002 
(USAIPOCNUS2002-02). All polls retrieved February 28, 2016 from Roper Center for Public Opinion 
Research, iPOLL.  
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add the Iranian Republican Guard to its list of global terrorist organizations (Wright 

2007).10 Speaking before the national convention of the American Legion two weeks later, 

Bush dedicated much of his address to Iran, warning that “Iran's actions threaten the 

security of nations everywhere,” and that the United States “will confront this danger 

before it is too late” (Bush 2007b). At a press conference on October 17, he remarked that, 

“if you’re interested in avoiding World War III, it seems like you ought to be interested in 

preventing [Iran] from having the knowledge necessary to make a nuclear weapon” 

(Stolberg 2007). A high-level Cheney adviser, David Wurmser, had been telling 

conservative think tanks since the summer that Cheney believed diplomacy was failing and 

that a decision on military action could come as soon as the following spring (Cooper and 

Sanger 2007).  

Such statements, though designed primarily to deter Iran and reassure U.S. allies in the 

region, also had the effect of heightening fears among opponents of a looming war. 

Newspapers and journals reported that a U.S. attack against Iran was imminent (e.g., Hersh 

2007; Richardson 2007; Clark 2007). Bush viewed such stories as annoying distractions: 

“They all missed the point. I wasn’t looking to start a war. I was trying to hold our coalition 

together to avoid one” (Bush 2010, 418). 

Meanwhile, the White House intensified its diplomatic pressure on Iran. The State 

Department prepared a new, stronger UN Security Council resolution against Iran, but 

encountered opposition by Russia and China, both of which felt that the United States could 

                                                
10 The plan was eventually scrapped over the U.S. military’s concern that such action would be reciprocated 
by Iran against U.S. special forces (Crist 2012, 531) 
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do more to engage Tehran diplomatically. In October, Russian President Vladimir Putin 

visited Ayatollah Khamenei in Tehran and relayed a message from the Americans 

exploring his openness to negotiations over the nuclear program and other issues. 

Khamenei declined the offer. According to Rice, Khamenei’s response alarmed Putin and 

led to closer cooperation between Russia and the United States to pressure Iran (Rice 2011, 

627–628). In addition, that fall Secretary of the Treasury Hank Paulson went on what Rice 

described as a “road show” around the world. Paulson reminded international investors that 

they just might be doing business with Iranian companies that are a front for the IRGC—

and therefore risking harsh legal consequences. According to Rice, this proved effective at 

deterring potential investors from doing business in Iran (Rice 2011, 617).  

Just as the United States was finally making progress intensifying pressure on Iran, the 

U.S. intelligence community surprised everyone. In late November, it presented the 

President with its National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) on Iran’s nuclear program. Its 

assessment began with a provocative statement: “We judge with high confidence that in 

fall 2003, Tehran halted its nuclear weapons program.” In a footnote to that sentence and 

much of the remaining document, the authors made clear that this judgment concerned only 

work directly related to weaponization. “Iranian entities are continuing to develop a range 

of technical capabilities that could be applied to producing nuclear weapons,” the NIE 

estimated, and it “has the scientific, technical and industrial capacity eventually to produce 

nuclear weapons if it decides to do so” (National Intelligence Council 2007). Bush and 

others were outraged by the way the NIE framed its findings, knowing that the report’s 

opening line would shape public and international perceptions once it was inevitably leaked 
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to reporters. Even Gates, who opposed military action, saw the NIE report as a “self-

inflicted, grievous blow,” adding that “In my entire career in intelligence, I believe no 

single estimate ever did more harm to U.S. security interests and diplomatic efforts” (Gates 

2015). Bush and his team knew that they had little choice but to release an unclassified 

version of the report and hope they can minimize the damage by framing it in a broader 

context. Given accusations that White House pressure was responsible for the misleading 

2002 NIE on Iraq’s WMD program, they did not push the IC to rephrase its findings, lest 

they be accused of manipulating intelligence again. The White House released the 

unclassified version of the report to the public on December 3, 2007.  

As anticipated, the impact of the report was immediate. Bush felt that it nearly 

foreclosed his ability to credibly threaten military action and undermined his diplomatic 

and sanctions efforts, which were at long last starting to bear fruit. In his memoir, he wrote:  

 

“There are many reasons I was concerned about undertaking a military strike on Iran, 

including its uncertain effectiveness and the serious problems it would create for Iraq’s 

fragile young democracy. But after the NIE, how could I possibly explain using the 

military to destroy the nuclear facilities of a country the intelligence community said 

had no active nuclear weapons program? I don’t know why the NIE was written the 

way it was. I wondered if the intelligence community was trying so hard to avoid 

repeating its mistake on Iraq that it had underestimated the threat from Iran. I certainly 

hoped intelligence analysts weren’t trying to influence policy. Whatever the 

explanation, the NIE had a big impact—and not a good one” (Bush 2010, 419). 
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This statement comes closest Bush had ever come to publicly sharing his qualms about 

using military force against Iran. In it, he mentions two primary misgivings about military 

action: uncertainty over its effectiveness, and the risks to U.S. efforts in Iraq. He does not 

directly explain whether his uncertainty was rooted in the operational effectiveness of the 

strike—that is, whether the United States could destroy all or nearly all of Iran’s nuclear 

facilities—or in its longer-term strategic effectiveness in preventing an Iranian nuclear 

weapon. As most military and intelligence officials at the time felt confident that the strike 

would be operationally successful, it is likely that his main source of uncertainty was the 

latter—the strategic utility of intervention. This suggests that, at least up to that point, a 

difficulty in estimating the probability of future outcomes—ambiguity—directly shaped 

Bush’s intervention decisions with respect to Iran, by making him more hesitant to break 

from the diplomatic status quo.  

There was an additional source of ambiguity at play, which Bush hints at above but 

Rice makes explicit: “Given the failed intelligence of the Iraq war, we were suspicious of 

[the IC’s] assessments” (Rice 2011, 618). The White House felt that, prior to the Iraq War, 

the intelligence community overstated its confidence in the evidence regarding Hussein’s 

WMD program. Now, they feared intelligence agencies were over-correcting by 

downplaying what senior officials felt was made plain by the evidence. As a result, the 

White House was uncertain not only about objective factors such as the effectiveness of an 

attack, but also over the estimates and motives of the intelligence community. It is hard 

enough to act knowing there are things you don’t know; it is even harder to act while 
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doubting what you think you know. In fact, the Israelis found the NIE so unsettling that the 

IDF’s head of military intelligence Amos Yedlin ordered a complete reevaluation of 

Israel’s evidence concerning Iran’s nuclear program. The review concluded that the 

evidence available to Israeli intelligence did not support the claims made by U.S. 

intelligence in the NIE (Dayan 2012). 

Internationally, the NIE report raised ambiguity in yet a third way. U.S. allies who had 

advocated harsh sanctions and military actions toward Iran began to doubt Bush’s 

determination. Cheney recalled hearing from “leaders in the Arab world that they believed 

the NIE either was prepared at George Bush’s instruction so he would not have to take 

military action or was put together by a disloyal CIA to ensure that the president did not 

take military action. Neither was true, but such perceptions hurt us. The NIE itself 

precluded us from considering a robust range of options as we might have otherwise” 

(Cheney 2011, 479).  

In mid-January 2008 Bush met with the Saudi king and, though the king had not said 

so explicitly, he felt certain that the Saudis believed he was behind the NIE report (Bush 

2010). According to Rice, “these conversations were always uncomfortable because the 

President, though keeping his options open, had no intention of going to war against Iran. 

There was no easy path ahead. One could not destroy the nuclear program by just attacking 

a few targets. And the mullahs had made certain that any strike on those facilities would 

have to take place near major population centers, exposing civilians to danger. Most experts 

believed that limited military action might actually strengthen the regime—provoking a 

unifying nationalist response and undermining the reformers. This was a point that we also 
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made repeatedly to the Israelis, who faced an existential threat from the Iranian nuclear 

program. The unintended consequences of war with Iran, particularly given the still fragile 

situation in Iraq, were just too great” (Rice 2011, 624). It is unclear how closely Rice’s 

comments reflect Bush’s own feelings. It is fairly clear that they reflect hers. Despite 

referring to “unintended consequences” of war with Iran, her comments suggest that her 

opposition to war with Iran is rooted in risk rather than uncertainty. To her, the benefits of 

an attack were minimal and the risks were quite high.11  

Notwithstanding the setbacks caused by the NIE, by January American diplomatic 

efforts began returning back on track. In a late January meeting in Berlin, Rice and Lavrov 

agreed for a new sanctions resolution. Resolution 1803, which was passed by the Security 

Council on March 3, 2008, extended sanctions to the sale of dual-use technologies to Iran, 

expanded the list of entities for asset freezing, and strengthened travel restrictions on top 

Iranian officials associated with the nuclear program.  

On the military track, there was a prevailing sense among members of the Bush 

administration that military leaders lacked enthusiasm at best, and at worst were doing all 

they could to prevent the military option from becoming a realistic possibility. General 

John Abizaid, who served as commander of the U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM) until 

March 2007, told an audience at the Center for Strategic and International Studies in 

September that the United States could contain a nuclear Iran. His successor at 

                                                
11 As many of these debates were raging, David Sanger and Helene Cooper of the New York Times reported 
that “friends and associates of Ms. Rice who have talked with her recently say she has increasingly moved 
toward the European position that the diplomatic path she has laid out is the only real option for Mr. Bush, 
even though it has so far failed to deter Iran from enriching uranium, and that a military strike would be 
disastrous” (Cooper and Sanger 2007). 
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CENTCOM, Admiral William “Fox” Fallon, made public comments soon after assuming 

his position that dismissed a possible military option. In May 2007, it was reported that, 

according to “sources close to [Fallon’s] thinking,” he had “vowed privately there would 

be no war against Iran as long as he was chief of CENTCOM” (Porter 2007). During an al 

Jazeera interview in September, he complained that “the constant drumbeat of war is not 

helpful, and it’s not useful,” adding that “I expect that there will be no war, and that is what 

we ought to be working for” (Sanger and Shanker 2007).  

In early April 2008, a large cover piece in Esquire for which Fallon was interviewed 

claimed he feared that the President was “contemplating a strategically unsound war” and 

described him as the only thing standing between the United States and war with Iran (T. 

P. M. Barnett 2008). Cheney believed such statements undermined “a key element of our 

leverage and convinced allies and enemies we were less than serious about addressing this 

threat. This, in turn, made a diplomatic solution more difficult” (Cheney 2011, 478). After 

several attempts to smooth things over with the White House, Fallon resigned and was 

replaced by Martin Dempsey. Immediately upon assuming command, Dempsey told Gates 

that CENTCOM had prepared a containment strategy for dealing with a nuclear Iran, which 

he planned to present to the Joint Staff. Gates, who recognized the political and strategic 

dangers of such a presentation, instructed Dempsey not to do so (Gates 2015, 190).  

Israeli leaders, who had been paying close attention to U.S. statements on Iran, began 

realizing that the United States was unprepared to take action against Iran, and unlikely to 

do so while Bush was still in office. The fact that Bush declined to attack the Syrian reactor 

in the summer of 2007 only seemed to reaffirmed this conclusion in their minds. Israel thus 
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turned to developing its own attack plans. In June 2007, Ehud Barak replaced Defense 

Minister Peretz and ordered the Israeli military and intelligence apparatus to devise 

operational plans for targeting Iran’s nuclear program, with the goal of setting it back by a 

number of years (Dayan 2012). Throughout the fall and spring, Israeli officials, along with 

Gulf leaders, urged American officials to take military action.  

In early May 2008, shortly before Bush’s final visit to Israel on the eve of the country’s 

60th independence celebrations, Barak asked senior Bush officials to provide Israel with 

bunker busting bombs and with permission to use the airspace over Iraq (Gates 2015, 328; 

Sanger 2009). The meaning of the request was clear to everyone. Bunker busting bombs 

would be required to destroy Iran’s hardened nuclear facilities and were the only thing 

standing between Israel and the technical capacity to launch an effective preemptive attack 

on these installations. Iraq sits directly in the flight path between Israel and Iran. In making 

the request, Israel was plainly asking for U.S. permission to attack Iran, while conveying 

to the Americans the sense that the clock on attacking Iran’s nuclear facilities was running 

out.  

Whatever Israel’s intentions, the pressure appeared to work at least in forcing more 

serious discussions inside the White House over what to do with Iran. In late April, Bush 

instructed the Pentagon and the Central Intelligence Agency to prepare a conventional 

military plan designed to stall the progress of Iran’s nuclear program (Gates 2015, 190). 

According to Gates, on May 10 the President asked the Joint Chiefs if “anybody was 

thinking about military action against Iran” (Gates 2015, 190)—suggesting not only that 

the issue was high on his mind but also the lack of serious preparations previously. Two 
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days later, Bush called a small forum meeting to discuss Israel’s request with Cheney, Rice, 

Gates, Admiral Mullen, Hadley, and deputy National Security Advisor James Jeffrey. 

Gates recommended denying the Israeli request and recommended that, “Olmert should be 

told in the strongest possible terms not to act unilaterally.” Cheney disagreed. Though he 

preferred the United States to take the initiative, if it declined to do so, he said, it should at 

least lend a hand to the Israelis. Others present, according to Gates, did not take a strong 

position, although Mullen spoke of the operational difficulty of a strike. Gates felt that the 

President left the meeting frustrated with the lack of good options, and Gates left worried 

that the President might be swayed by Cheney’s argument. He thus asked for a private 

conversation with Bush after the meeting, during which he emphasized that the clock for 

making a decision likely still had a number of years left (Gates 2015, 191–192). His 

argument, capturing the importance of time horizons under ambiguity, appeared to soothe 

Bush’s frustration.     

After landing in Israel for Israel’s independence day celebrations, Bush held a one-on-

one meeting with Olmert. At the meeting, Olmert handed Bush an envelope containing a 

piece of intelligence evidence that reportedly strengthened Israel’s case concerning Iran’s 

activities or intentions. The nature of the evidence has not been publicly disclosed, although 

Israeli accounts suggest that Bush was impressed by it (Dayan 2012). Nevertheless, turning 

to Israel’s previous request for bunker busting bombs and clearance to fly over Iraqi 

airspace, Bush told Olmert he could not abide by it.12 He further emphasized that Israel 

                                                
12 In his subsequent book, Gates wrote that, “I think my most effective argument, and one that even the vice 
president came grudgingly to acknowledge, was that an Israeli attack that overflew Iraq would put everything 
we had achieved there with the surge at risk-and indeed, the Iraqi government might well tell us to leave the 
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must not act unilaterally. Instead, he offered an unprecedented level of intelligence 

cooperation between the United States and Israel, and expressed support for covert actions 

to slow down Iran’s nuclear program that went short of a strike (Gates 2015, 192; Dayan 

2012). This intensified intelligence cooperation would later culminate, according to news 

reports, in Operation Olympic Games—also known as the Stuxnet cyber-attack on Iran’s 

uranium centrifuges in Natanz during the summer of 2010.  

From a military operational perspective, however, Bush’s refusal to provide Israel the 

weapons and support it requested spelled the end of the military option for the remainder 

of Bush’s second term. Israel continued to warn that Iran was on a verge of mastering 

processes needed for nuclear weapons, flexed its muscles with a large aerial exercise in 

June 2008, and tried to persuade senior American officials to change their minds (Gates 

2015, 192). Yet without American political and military support, Prime Minister Olmert 

was not prepared to undertake the mission. If any doubts were left about American 

intentions, Chair of the Joint Chiefs Admiral Mullen did away with them on July 2, when 

he told reporters that it was time for direct dialogue between the United States and Iran and 

that he did not want to see the already unstable region become even less stable (Mullen 

2008). Privately, too, Mullen conveyed to Gates and the White House in early July that the 

military was too stressed fighting wars in Iraq and Afghanistan to start a third. In September 

the United States economy went into a tailspin with the collapse of investment bank 

Lehman Brothers, and any remaining attention and resources were focused domestically. 

                                                
country immediately. I discussed this with the president in a meeting on June 18, and he emphatically said 
he would not put our gains in Iraq at risk” (Gates 2015, 192–193) 
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Bush’s last chance was over. In his memoirs, Bush acknowledged regretting “that I ended 

my presidency with the Iranian issue unresolved” (Bush 2010, 420). 

As in the case of the Syrian reactor, Bush’s handling of Iran during his final years in 

office betray the key mechanisms identified by the uncertainty aversion network. 

Conflicting estimates created strong disagreements among his top policy and military 

advisers, which left Bush frustrated. On several occasions, disagreements led to actions 

that nearly tied his hands, as was the case with the 2007 NIE, as well as statements made 

by Gates and senior military leaders against an intervention. More than anything, it seems, 

the desire to reduce uncertainty repeatedly delayed a decision and extended the 

administration’s time-horizon. It further led to the development of tools explicitly designed 

to extend this time horizon by sabotaging Iran’s nuclear program, such as Stuxnet. Thus, 

although there were many reasons for Bush to avoid intervention, uncertainty aversion 

helps explain the contours of Bush’s policy toward Iran.  

 

4.4.4 Obama and the Return to Engagement 

On January 20, 2009, Barack Obama was inaugurated as the 44th U.S. President. 

Obama had campaigned on a traditional carrot-and-stick approach toward Iran, reminiscent 

of Bush’s dual-track strategy of 2006. The key distinguishing feature of Obama’s strategy 

was that it sought to reinvigorate the “carrot” side of the equation by using the change of 

leadership at the White House to reexamine Iran’s willingness to negotiate. Obama himself 

was somewhat skeptical that engagement would work but believed, as he stated publicly 

(and again not unlike Bush), that if Iran rebuffed his efforts it would strengthen his 



 

215 
 

diplomatic leverage with the Russians and the Chinese (Washington Institute for Near East 

Policy 2015). According to Dennis Ross, Obama’s special advisor on Iran, engagement 

was also designed to create strains between conservatives and reformists within the Iranian 

regime (Ross 2015, 366–367). An approaching parliamentary election in June offered an 

opportunity for reformists to challenge conservatives on a range of issues, including 

negotiations with the United States.   

Obama’s engagement campaign began with an exchange of letters with Ayatollah 

Khamenei. In his letter, Obama offered direct negotiations and reconciliatory overtures, 

which received a tepid response (Crist 2012, 543). The letter was soon followed by a video 

in which Obama congratulated the Iranian people on the eve of the Nowruz, the Iranian 

New Year, and declared that his “administration is now committed to diplomacy that 

addresses the full range of issues before us, and to pursuing constructive ties,” grounded in 

“mutual respect” (Obama 2009). Despite the Supreme Leader’s vocal skepticism, the 

efforts initially appeared to bear fruit later that year, when both countries brokered a deal 

to allow Iran to ship low-enriched uranium to Russia for reprocessing to be used in the 

TTR reactor. However, Iran’s government soon backed away from the deal. In September, 

the United States revealed the existence of the Qum enrichment site, leaving Iran with the 

uncomfortable task of explaining to the IAEA how it failed to disclose the site for so long. 

In November, IAEA inspectors visited Qum and released a skeptical report concerning 

Iranian claims that the site had been intended for civilian purposes (IAEA 2009).  

More damaging was the Iranian regime’s response to the large street protests in Tehran 

following the June 12, 2009 presidential election. With results suggestive of systematic 
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vote fraud by the regime in support of Ahmadinejad, hundreds of thousands of protesters 

took to the streets to express their anger. The regime’s brutal handing of the protests, 

including mass arrests and the deaths of dozens, made it considerably more difficult 

politically and diplomatically for the Obama administration to continue its focus on 

engagement (Gates 2015, 389–390).  

 

4.4.5 Moving to Prevention 

Following the breakdown of the Russia fuel processing deal in November 2009, Obama 

told his national security team that he wanted to pivot from engagement toward prevention 

and pressure. U.S. Ambassador to the UN, Susan Rice, observed that another strong 

sanctions resolution was unlikely. Gates maintained that even a diluted resolution would 

be helpful in setting the stage for stronger sanctions, and suggested preparing militarily for 

a possible Israeli attack and Iranian retaliation (Gates 2015, 390).  

Obama supported taking the UN route in the meantime. After long negotiations with 

other Security Council members, Resolution 1929 was approved in June 2010 to extend 

sanctions for the fourth time. In addition to introducing sanctions on heavy weapons, such 

as tanks, warships, and attack helicopters, Resolution 1929 was significant in calling for 

voluntary enforcement of actions against Iranian banks and shipping vessels suspected of 

transferring embargoed goods, facilitating international cooperation with U.S. sanctions 

(Katzman 2015, 33). Iran responded to the resolution by denying visas to two members of 

the IAEA inspections team. The U.S. Congress then passed much more stringent sanctions 

against banks and companies working with blacklisted Iranian companies, which had a 
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strong international deterrent effect on doing any business with Iran, leaving an already 

struggling Iranian economy starving for foreign capital. In an encouraging sign for 

American policymakers, Russian President Dmitry Medvedev announced in September 

that Russia would not follow through on a deal it had struck with Iran for the sale of 

hundreds of S-300 antimissile missiles.  

The move to prevention was also accompanied by a rhetorical shift. In early March 

2010, ahead of an important speech by Vice President Biden in Israel, Ross pointed out 

that the standard language the administration had used to describe its position on an Iranian 

nuclear weapon— “unacceptable”— did not make clear if the U.S. would act to prevent it. 

Instead, he recommended stating that the United States would prevent an Iranian nuclear 

weapon, sending a stronger deterrent signal to Iran and a calming signal to Israeli leaders. 

Obama ultimately agreed, deciding to use the language “determined to prevent.” 

Consequently, in his March 11 speech, Biden told his Israeli audience: “The United States 

is determined to prevent Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons, period” (Biden 2010). From 

that point forward, President Obama and his team would speak the language of prevention.  

What to do with respect to the military option was a far more complex question. Adding 

to the complexity was a political change in Israel in March 2009. Former Prime Minister 

Benjamin Netanyahu’s Likud Party won a plurality of votes in Israel’s parliamentary 

elections, giving Netanyahu the task of forming a new government. Netanyahu brought to 

the Prime Minister’s office a singular focus and alarm concerning Iran’s nuclear program. 

“It's 1938 and Iran is Germany. And Iran is racing to arm itself with atomic bombs,” he 

told an American-Jewish audience in November 2006, adding “[Ahmadinejad] is preparing 
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another Holocaust for the Jewish state” (Hirschberg 2006). In his first speech as Prime 

Minister to the Israeli Knesset on March 31, 2009, he singled out Iran and warned that “the 

greatest threat to humanity, and to the State of Israel, stems from the possibility that a 

radical regime will be armed with nuclear weapons” (Netanyahu 2009). 

 Initially, however, Netanyahu was receptive to Obama’s dual-track approach, which 

Obama outlined during their first White House meeting in May. Still, after Iran’s post-

election crackdown in June, Netanyahu urged the White House to abandon the strategy and 

launch a preemptive military strike against Iran’s nuclear facilities. According to Gates, 

who held on to his position in the Pentagon at Obama’s request, Netanyahu “was convinced 

the Iranian regime was extremely fragile and that a strike on their nuclear facilities very 

likely would trigger the regime’s overthrow by the Iranian people.” In addition, Netanyahu 

believed that Iran’s retaliation to such an attack would be largely symbolic. Gates disagreed 

on both counts. Netanyahu “was assuming a lot in anticipating a mild Iranian reaction, and 

if he was wrong, an attack on the Iranian nuclear facilities would spark a war in the region” 

(Gates 2015, 389). 

Like Gates, Ehud Barak too held on to his role leading Israel’s Defense Ministry. 

Unlike Gates, however, he continued to strongly support military action against Iran and 

shared many of Netanyahu’s beliefs about the consequences of an attack. Barak argued at 

the time that Iran was just six to 18 months away from entering what he called the “zone 

of immunity”—the point beyond which it would be impossible to reverse Iran’s march 

toward nuclear weapons (Glanz, Becker, and Sanger 2010). Barak disagreed with the 

Americans’ widely-held beliefs of the dire consequences of an attack: “I told [Obama] and 
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senior officials that the Iranian response would be limited [and] that their apocalyptic 

portrayals of what can be expected in the Gulf—the closing of the Hormuz Straits to oil 

vessels and a multi-year war in the Middle East including Iran and Hezbollah and maybe 

even Hamas—are not consistent with our estimates and understanding of the situation. We 

know there would be an Iranian response. The regime in Iran would activate Hezbollah, 

but it would be a limited and short war. Not one lasting years” (Kfir and Dor 2015, 326).  

At heart, a major problem from the perspective of U.S. decision-makers was that the 

source of their disagreements with Israeli leaders was irreducible ambiguity rather than 

misperceptions or miscalculations. If the latter had been the crux of the issue, then 

resolving disagreements would have been much easier. It would simply take a thorough 

joint review of the evidence, or perhaps the pursuit of new evidence. Yet the challenge here 

was that disagreements between both governments revolved not around evidence but 

around the unknowable implications of preemptive intervention in Iran. According to 

Gates, at this stage there were no real disagreements between both countries in perceptions 

of where the Iranians were and the consequences of Iran getting nuclear weapons. Yet 

“whether (and when) to act militarily and the consequences of an attack would remain 

contentious” (Gates 2015, 389). Unfortunately for both sides, the consequences of 

intervention were difficult to estimate based on the available evidence, or to gauge which 

estimate was more accurate. As Israeli leaders embraced an optimistic view of the 

consequences, and Americans a pessimistic one, there was no objective metric that they 

could consult, no rich history of prior preventive attacks on nuclear programs—just a few 

cases involving very different targets during different time periods. Thus widely differing 
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expectations were all plausible, and disagreements remained unresolvable for a while, at 

least until the United States devised a plan to limit the possible negative consequences of 

an Iranian retaliation.      

Amid changing winds in Israel and Iran, by the fall of 2009 U.S. officials became 

concerned that Israel might act without U.S. support, pulling the United States into a 

conflict it had not decided to pursue. “The war drums were beating once again,” recalled 

Gates (2015, 387). Israeli pressure yet again succeeded in forcing the U.S. national security 

apparatus to rethink its strategy. In January 2010, Gates drafted a memo for National 

Security Advisor Jim Jones, in which he outlined key questions and concerns that 

American military planning had not addressed adequately in the event that Israel took 

action, leading to a series of focused deliberations in subsequent months. Over the course 

of these deliberations, it quickly became apparent that there were strong disagreements 

inside the Obama national security team regarding the use of military force to stop Iran’s 

nuclear program. Gates and Mullen continued to oppose a military option and favored 

containment if Iran acquired nuclear weapons. Gates suggested a number of steps, 

including deploying a second carrier in the Gulf, missile defense systems, and other 

forward-deployed capabilities. Others, including Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, Deputy 

National Security Advisor Tom Donilon (who became National Security Advisor in 

October 2010), and Ross favored a more active prevention strategy and were more 

supportive of military intervention if and when warranted (Ross 2015). Obama seemed to 

waver between both groups, reportedly stating that all options should be considered but no 

concrete decisions should be made for the time being (Gates 2015, 393).  
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According to Ross, “More than anything else, these discussions provided impetus for 

enhancing our presence in the region and led to further deployment of missile defenses and 

an additional carrier to the Persian Gulf. We would add to our capabilities to be ready for 

any contingency […]” (Ross 2015, 367). Already in late January, the White House 

announced the deployment of Patriot missile defense systems to Gulf countries, including 

Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, and Saudi Arabia. The New York Times 

recently reported that the United States also developed a cyber warfare plan named “Nitro 

Zeus,” “devised to disable Iran’s air defenses, communications systems and crucial parts 

of its power grid” (Sanger and Mazzetti 2016).  

 

4.4.6 Aggressive Prevention 

The Israelis noted approvingly the renewed seriousness with which the administration 

now regarded Iran. Barak observed that, “at a certain point, the Americans understood that 

Israel is taking matters very seriously, and that if they won’t find other solutions, Israel 

intends to end the Iranian nuclear project. From that moment on, there was a tremendous 

change in the American administration’s approach—both offensively in blocking Iran, and 

in the practical side: militarily and diplomatically” (Kfir and Dor 2015, 329).  

However, Netanyahu was still concerned that the United States would fail to act 

militarily when needed, and in early June 2010 instructed military leaders to raise their 

state of readiness to level required for launching a strike against Iran’s nuclear facilities. 

Israeli head of Mossad Dagan exclaimed in response “you are making an illegal decision!” 

Dagan argued that an attack of the sort Netanyahu contemplated entailed war, and only the 
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full Israeli security cabinet of ministers is legally empowered to make that decision (Dayan 

2012). IDF Chief of Staff Gabi Ashkenazi joined Dagan in opposition, warning that they 

should not place the IDF at this state of readiness unless they fully intended to act. 

Ultimately, according to Barak, the reason the attack did not take place is that Ashkenazi 

reported that the IDF was not ready for an attack (Dayan 2012; Kfir and Dor 2015, 320). 

Ashkenazi has denied saying so, claiming instead that he stated that the military was ready 

but that an attack at that juncture would be a strategic mistake. A few weeks later, 

Ashkenazi was told by Netanyahu and Barak to focus on operational planning and leave 

strategy to them (Dayan 2012). Yet internal opposition and American intelligence 

suggesting that a Iranian “dash” to nuclear weapons would take at least a year, seemed to 

quiet down Israeli concerns for the time being (Mazzetti and Sanger 2010).  

Another factor that may have facilitated Netanyahu’s decision to abort a military attack 

was the success that summer and fall of an extensive sabotage effort by both Israel and the 

United States. Stuxnet, a malware reportedly created as a joint U.S.-Israeli project, 

seriously damaged and destroyed more than 1,000 of Natanz’ 5,000 centrifuges. That fall, 

several assassination attempts, widely attributed to the Israeli Mossad, were carried out 

inside Iran against senior Iranian nuclear scientists, including Majid Shahriari, who was 

killed, and Fereydoon Abbasi, who escaped and went on to head Iran’s Atomic Energy 

Organization. A year later, in November 2011, an explosion at a ballistic missile test site 

in Bid Kaneh killed 17 members of the IRGC, including Major General Hassan 

Moghaddam, the head of Iran’s missile program. Some suspect that the explosion was 

caused by sabotage. Another Iranian nuclear scientist, Mostafa Ahmadi Roshan, was 
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assassinated in Tehran in January 2012. Assassinations and sabotage provided some 

breathing room to both Israel and the United States in order to continue exploring 

diplomatic solutions while preparing for the use of force. Iran responded to these covert 

actions with several assassination attempts of its own on Saudi and Israeli diplomats around 

the world, including the killing of the Saudi consul in Karachi, Pakistan in May 2011, and 

two failed assassination attempts on Israeli diplomats in India and Thailand. An Iranian 

plot on the Saudi ambassador to the United States was foiled by the Federal Bureau of 

Investigations (FBI), to the embarrassment of Iran’s regime, and contributed to Iran’s 

further diplomatic isolation.  

On the nuclear front, however, matters continued to escalate. On November 18, 2011, 

the IAEA report cited “serious concerns regarding possible military dimensions to Iran’s 

nuclear [program],” including simulations with nuclear triggers and missile designs to 

deliver a nuclear warhead. “The information indicates that Iran has carried out activities 

relevant to the development of a nuclear explosive device” (IAEA 2011). In February 2012, 

the agency again issued another damning report, finding that Iran had accelerated and 

expanded its uranium enrichment activities in Natanz and elsewhere (IAEA 2012). 

With rising concerns about Iran’s nuclear program, the European Union prepared to 

vote on banning the import of Iranian oil in January 2012. In response, Iranian Vice 

President Mohammad Reza Rahimi warned that if “sanctions are adopted against Iranian 

oil, not a drop of oil will pass through the Strait of Hormuz,” while the commander of the 

Iranian navy added that it would be “very easy” for Iran to close the straits (Al-Arabiya 

2011; Thompson 2011). To demonstrate their seriousness, in late December 2011 the 
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Iranian navy carried out a large 10-day naval exercise in the Straits of Hormuz, a natural 

chokepoint between ports in Iraq, Kuwait, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Dubai, and Oman, 

and the Arabian Sea. The American and British navies enhanced their presence in the Gulf 

in response, deploying the U.S. Carrier Strike Group One and the British destroyer HMS 

Daring, and later continued to expand their naval forces in the Gulf. 

Amid rising tensions, in early 2012 Israeli leaders reportedly again seriously considered 

launching an intervention in Iran. At Netanyahu’s instructions, a large military forum 

convened at the Mossad headquarters in Tel Aviv. Incoming IDF Chief of Staff Benny 

Gantz (who replaced Ashkenazi) confirmed that Israel had the operational capacity to 

launch a successful strike on Iran’s nuclear weapons but later, at a smaller meeting of the 

security cabinet, said he nevertheless opposed the strike. Gantz was joined in opposition to 

an attack by Head of Military Intelligence Amos Gilad, Deputy Prime Minister Moshe 

“Bogie” Ya’alon, and Minister of Finance Yuval Steinitz, Minister without Portfolio 

Benny Begin, Minister of Intelligence and Atomic Energy Dan Meridor, and Minister of 

Internal Affairs Eli Yishai (by this time, Mossad head Meir Dagan had retired). Alongside 

Netanyahu in favor of an attack were Barak, Minister of Foreign Affairs Avigdor 

Lieberman, and Minister of Justice Ya’akov Ne’eman. Lacking broad support and facing 

opposition by senior IDF commanders, Netanyahu again decided not launch the attack 

(Kfir and Dor 2015, 319–322).  

Sensing that Israel might be on the verge of intervening, the Obama administration 

deployed several key advisers to Israel to urge Israeli leaders against an attack (Crist 2012). 

In February, Obama signed an executive order expanding U.S. sanctions to include Iran’s 
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central bank. A month later, in a meeting with Netanyahu ahead of the annual meeting of 

the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC), Obama strove to reassure him that 

there was no cause for immediate action, reportedly with at least some success (Crist 2012). 

Obama took the further step of clearly articulating his prevention policy before AIPAC 

attendees:  

 

“No Israeli government can tolerate a nuclear weapon in the hands of a regime that 

denies the Holocaust, threatens to wipe Israel off the map, and sponsors terrorist 

groups committed to Israel’s destruction. […] A nuclear-armed Iran is completely 

counter to Israel’s security interests. But it is also counter to the national security 

interests of the United States. […] A nuclear-armed Iran would thoroughly undermine 

the non-proliferation regime that we've done so much to build. There are risks that an 

Iranian nuclear weapon could fall into the hands of a terrorist organization. It is 

almost certain that others in the region would feel compelled to get their own nuclear 

weapon, triggering an arms race in one of the world's most volatile regions. It would 

embolden a regime that has brutalized its own people, and it would embolden Iran’s 

proxies, who have carried out terrorist attacks from the Levant to southwest Asia. 

[…] 

I have said that when it comes to preventing Iran from obtaining a nuclear 

weapon, I will take no options off the table, and I mean what I say. That includes all 

elements of American power: A political effort aimed at isolating Iran; a diplomatic 

effort to sustain our coalition and ensure that the Iranian program is monitored; an 
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economic effort that imposes crippling sanctions; and, yes, a military effort to be 

prepared for any contingency. 

Iran’s leaders should understand that I do not have a policy of containment; I have 

a policy to prevent Iran from obtaining a nuclear weapon (Obama 2012; emphasis 

added). 

 

This would be Obama’s clearest public articulation of his prevention strategy and 

determination to act militarily if necessary, even if the determined tone was partly for 

effect.  

 

4.4.7 The Path to Agreement 

In retrospect, the first half of 2012 turned out to be a nadir in relations between the 

United States and Iran. By mid-2012, international pressure was having a visible effect on 

Iran’s economy, politics, and foreign policy. In July, the European Union began 

implementing the embargo on Iranian oil. Iranian exports of crude oil fell from 2.5 million 

barrels a day in 2011 to 1.1 million in 2013—a severe blow to country that derived 50 

percent of its government earnings and 20 percent of its GDP from oil exports. The Iranian 

rial fell 56 percent between 2012 and and 2014, and Iran lost tens of billions of dollars in 

much-needed foreign investment (Katzman 2015). Unemployment remained staggeringly 

high, at between 20 and 30 percent.  
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The deteriorating economy helped propel Hassan Rouhani’s campaign to president in 

June 2013. Rouhani, a Western educated former nuclear negotiator, campaigned on 

improving relations with Europe and the United States. During his campaign, he assailed 

the former regime’s approach to foreign policy and its prioritization of the nuclear program 

over the economy: “We do not accept that one factory in Natanz works but hundreds of 

other factories do not due to sanctions preventing provisions of materials and parts” (Al-

Monitor 2013). Rouhani and his foreign minister Zarif, the former Iranian ambassador to 

the UN and key participant in talks with the United States in the early 2000s, breathed new 

life into negotiations already under way with the United States, led by Deputy Secretary of 

State William Burns (the Omani channel). On November 24, 2013 both sides signed, along 

with other members of the P5+1, the Joint Plan of Action (also knowns as the Geneva 

Interim Agreement), in which Iran agreed to suspend uranium enrichment and provide 

daily access to weapons inspectors to Natanz and Fordow in exchange for some sanctions 

relief. Since mid-2013, when it became clear that negotiations with Iran were headed in a 

positive direction, the possibility of military intervention was no longer a serious option. 

The final agreement, the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, was signed on July 14, 2015.  

 

4.5 Discussion 

Since 1989, experienced uncertainty played an important role in shaping U.S. policy 

toward Iran, including the consideration of military intervention. As the uncertainty 

aversion framework anticipates, there are clear indications that ambiguity allow for and 

increased the salience of disagreements within and outside the U.S. and Israeli 
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governments, made it more difficult for leaders to order intervention, extended time 

horizons, and encouraged dithering with respect to Iran. On several occasions, participant 

statements also suggest a cognitive effect of ambiguity, including Bush’s recognition that 

uncertainty about consequences was a major reason he leaned against intervention. Due the 

recent nature of the decisions in question and the general difficulty observing cognitive 

effects, the evidence is not definitive at this stage.  

 

4.5.1 The Uncertainty Aversion Framework 

The chapter identifies five key junctures at which decision-makers considered military 

intervention in Iran: (1) the final years of the Iran-Iraq War (1987-1988) amid hostilities in 

the Persian Gulf; (2) the aftermath of the Khobar Towers attacks in 1996; (3) Bush’s final 

two years in office (2007-2008), following Ahmadinejad’s ascendance and Iran’s renewal 

of uranium enrichment; (4) Israeli consideration of intervention in 2010; and (5) U.S. and 

Israeli consideration of intervention in early 2012. Of the five, only the first resulted in 

intervention—Reagan’s decision to launch Operation Praying Mantis in 1988. Notably, 

this decision was while the Reagan administration operated in a risk environment, and was 

restricted in scope to the Persian Gulf to avoid the wider risks and uncertainties of 

intervention deep inside Iran.    

As for the remaining four episodes, each highlights the influence of ambiguity in 

preventing military intervention. After the Khobar Towers attacks, Clinton believed that 

Iran was likely involved and appeared to favor military retaliation in Iran, but hesitated 

primarily because he lacked confidence as well as the evidence to persuade domestic and 
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international actors of Iran’s culpability. As the he awaited information from the Saudi 

investigation of the attacks, U.S. intervention was delayed long enough that with Khatami’s 

surprising elections and the prospects of diplomatic negotiations made it neither viable nor 

appealing. In 2007-2008, with the lessons of Iraq in their rear-view mirror, President Bush 

and his team held significant uncertainties on Iranian intentions and the consequences of 

preventive intervention to destroy Iran’s nuclear facilities. Inconclusive discussions left 

Bush frustrated and uncertain, and he avoided making clear decisions. Instead, he ordered 

the development of plans to sabotage Iran’s program together with Israel in order to buy 

his successor more time for diplomacy. In both 2010 and 2012, Israeli Prime Minister 

Netanyahu and Defense Minister Barak came close to ordering a strike and backed down 

in the face of strong disagreements primarily by members of the Israeli military and 

security establishment. As these disagreements were routed in the unknowable 

consequences of intervention, viewpoints were fundamentally irreconcilable, and so 

neither event was followed by attempts to persuade persuadables and policy conservatives. 

Meanwhile, between 2010 and 2012 the Obama administration acted to significantly 

reduce risks and ambiguity about the consequences of an attack. Measures included 

deploying assets and reportedly developing cyber capabilities to immobilize Iran’s 

retaliatory capabilities in the event of U.S. or Israeli intervention.  

Similarly, within-administration mechanisms during Bush’s second term and Obama’s 

presidency are consistent with the uncertainty aversion framework. During the Bush 

administration, most civilian decision-makers appeared to have been in the persuadable 

range with respect to the use of force in Iran. Cheney and a few top Pentagon civilians 
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acted as policy entrepreneurs. Yet, in a striking distinction from Iraq, they were unable to 

rally persuadables, including the President, to their side. Policy conservatives, including 

Secretary Gates and senior military leaders, were far more powerful than Powell and others 

had been prior to Iraq. The source of their enhanced power was not their domain expertise 

or bureaucratic skills but rather structural: the playing field, especially in terms of 

ambiguity, which was lower for maintaining the status quo, was decidedly in their favor. 

In the absence of a crisis of convention, there was never a catalyzing moment that would 

lead persuadables to abandon caution to the wind. The range of possible outcomes was 

believed to be fairly well known. Disagreements revolved around probabilities of 

outcomes. As a result, time and again they preferred to await better information, as Clinton 

did following the Khobar Tower attacks, and as Bush did in his final days in office.  

The decision-making patterns of Israeli leaders were quite different but produced 

similar outcomes vis-à-vis Iran, in large part due to the effects of ambiguity. Netanyahu 

acted as a policy entrepreneur throughout the period and even after the Joint Plan of Action 

was signed in November 2013. Twice he reportedly came close to ordering a unilateral 

intervention. Twice he ultimately did not act because of the objections of top military and 

security leaders. The source of these disagreements does not appear to have been rooted in 

different preferences or information sets but in the wide variability in estimates concerning 

the amenability of Iran’s leadership to diplomatic solutions and the consequences of a 

military strike. Although it is possible that Netanyahu was bluffing in his apparent 

determination to attack Iran, in order to play to the “bad cop” to America’s “good cop,” it 

seems unlikely given impressions by other Israeli participants and the serious political risks 
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of moving close to intervention and then backing down. The evidence suggests instead that, 

despite his misgivings, ambiguity about Obama’s willingness to use force and his own 

military’s objections kept Netanyahu from embarking on an uncertain intervention.     

In a world without experienced uncertainty, in which probabilities were known, one 

would have expected decision-makers to move more decisively in favor or against military 

intervention in Iran. Rather than wait three years for incriminating information from Saudi 

Arabia about Iran’s involvement in the Khobar Towers attacks, Clinton would have 

launched retaliatory military strikes inside Iran, as he believed Iran was responsible and 

seemed ready to act. In 2006 to 2008, when diplomatic solutions seemed less and less likely 

as Iran accelerated its nuclear program, again one would have expected more serious 

consideration and possible action in Iran. Instead one finds a very uncertain and war-weary 

president—concerned, frustrated, and hampered by his lack of a confidence in his estimates 

of the consequences of a military intervention and in IC analysis.  

Nowhere is the contrast between Bush in 2001-2003 and Bush in 2006-2008, and 

between the United States and Israel, more apparent than in the decision-making dynamics 

surrounding intervention in Syria in 2007. Syria represented a fairly low cost scenario for 

intervention, with a fairly large potential upside in deterring Syria, Iran, and other potential 

proliferators, as well as restoring the administration’s credibility on counter-proliferation. 

Based on what was known at the time about the program—its nuclear and covert nature, 

as well as the support from the North Koreans—the decision should have been made 

through a risk lens and, arguably, should have been fairly easy. Yet, burnt by the experience 
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of Iraq, senior American decision-makers experienced significant ambiguity about the 

military option and eventually decided against it, unlike their Israeli counterparts.  

 

4.5.2 Alternative Explanations 

Of the three alternative approaches to experienced uncertainty, the negative effects 

hypothesis—that is, the view that ambiguity deters—is clearly superior. The evidence 

suggests that U.S. and Israeli decision-makers were repeatedly deterred from taking 

military action against Iran (and, the U.S. case, against Syria) in large part due to their 

experienced uncertainty. As the negative effects hypothesis is fairly silent with respect to 

causal mechanisms, however, the uncertainty aversion framework adds important 

dimensions to the explanation. Among these, an important dimension not ordinarily 

captured by negative effects arguments is how experienced uncertainty increases position 

heterogeneity and how this heterogeneity, rather than fear, fuels paralysis in turn. 

Furthermore, as the negative effects approach fared much worse in explaining the case of 

Iraq as reviewed in Chapter 3, the uncertainty aversion framework also provides a more 

generally accurate explanation.      

Whereas the positive effects hypothesis, according to which ambiguity increases worst-

case thinking, fared better than the alternatives in explaining intervention in Iraq, it fails 

quite plainly in explaining decision-making toward Iran. Time and again, decision-makers 

declined to make a decision and failed to take intervention in Iran seriously even when 

there was no shortage of alarming signs. Rather than make worst-case assumptions about 

the consequences of inaction, many decision-makers assumed the worst about the 
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consequences of an attack—again, in sharp contrast to how many of those same decision-

makers approached Iraq. Indeed, Waltz’s own 2012 policy recommendation U.S. leaders 

was to let Iran go nuclear, since, contrary to the view that “a nuclear-armed Iran would be 

the worst possible outcome of the current standoff […], it would probably be the best 

possible result” (Waltz 2012, 2). 

Finally, the standard rationalist null again does not produce a clear prediction for the 

case of Iran. Known risks for attacking Iran were certainty high and were important in 

discouraging intervention. Yet, for most senior American decision-makers, including 

opponents of intervention, the risks of a nuclear Iran were high as well. Furthermore, 

known risks had been high for intervention in Iraq, and yet they were not sufficient to deter 

intervention in that instance. From the perspective of decision-makers, it was entirely 

reasonable to assign high probabilities to the unknown adverse consequences of a nuclear 

Iran, as Cheney and Netanyahu did, or to the unknown adverse consequences of a military 

intervention, as Gates and senior American and Israeli generals did. A decision to intervene 

could thus have been easily rationalized by the standard rationalist null, just as it can 

rationalize the decision not to intervene. Hence an explanation hinged on risks is 

inconclusive and unpersuasive.   

Nowhere is this indeterminacy clearer than in the academic literature from 2006 to 

2013, in debates between rationalist proliferation optimists and pessimists. Whereas Waltz, 

asserted that a nuclear Iran could be deterred and even be a stabilizing force in the region, 

others argued quite the opposite. In a famous essay 2012, Matthew Kroenig argued that “a 

military strike intended to destroy Iran’s nuclear program, if managed carefully, could 
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spare the region and the world a very real threat and dramatically improve the long-term 

national security of the United States” (Kroenig 2012, 76). Others similarly maintained that 

“it seems more likely that Iran would become increasingly aggressive once it acquired a 

nuclear capability, that the United States’ allies in the Middle East would feel greatly 

threatened and so would increasingly accommodate Tehran, that the United States’ ability 

to promote and defend its interests in the region would be diminished, and that further 

nuclear proliferation” (2011, 67). Similarly, on the question of whether a nuclear Iran could 

be deterred, Sagan reminded readers that several nuclear regimes, including China, went 

through a “dangerous learning” period marked by “trial and terror,” edging uncomfortably 

close to using nuclear weapons (Sagan 2006, 48–49). Still others, while not ruling out 

intervention, stressed that, “given the high costs and inherent uncertainties of a strike, the 

United States should not rush to use force until all other options have been exhausted and 

the Iranian threat is not just growing but imminent” (Kahl 2012, 173).  

These points were all reasonable at the time, and that is precisely the problem. These 

debates convey the fundamental weakness of knowledge claims concerning such a rare 

event as successful nuclear proliferation. Given the inherent indeterminacy of probability 

estimates for the outcomes of a nuclear Iran or of a preventive military intervention, leaders 

would have been rational making nearly any decision. In a parallel standard rationalist 

universe, Cheney and his entrepreneurial allies could have triumphed. Not only was a strike 

on Iran’s nuclear facilities likely to succeed operationally—even according to some 

opponents—but if accompanied with assertive threats of further military action, Iran could 

in conceivably have been deterred against escalating tensions beyond a few symbolic 
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retaliatory attacks. Rather than strengthening the regime domestically, policy entrepreneurs 

maintained, a successful attack would have rallied Iran’s population against its leadership. 

In other words, had the United States or Israel launched an attack against Iran’s nuclear 

facilities, rationalists could have simply offered this entrepreneurial alternative viewpoint 

as their explanation. From the perspective of the uncertainty aversion framework, by 

contrast, the decision not to intervene militarily is strongly favored.  

Equally important, the standard rationalist null does not provide a compelling account 

of the process through which the decision not to intervene was made. Serious consideration 

and planning for intervention happened far later in the Bush administration than one would 

have otherwise expected, and key questions remained open until Obama’s second year in 

office. The status quo prevailed less through a conscious decision and more through the 

force of inertia that was fostered, according to the evidence, by a frustratingly low 

confidence in estimates of future probabilities.  

A final area worth highlighting that stands out clearly in the examination above is how 

ambiguity among American and Iranian decision-makers, primarily regarding each other’s 

sincerity and intentions, repeatedly prevented serious negotiations. This occurred during 

Rafsanjani’s early years in office, under Khatami between 1997 and 1999, during the 

winter following the September 11, 2001 attacks, during the so-called Grand Bargain offer 

of 2003, and again in Obama’s first year in office. In each of these cases, decision-makers 

disagreed whether the offers for negotiations by the other side were sincere and whether 

those making them had the power to back them up with actions. Although this study is 

devoted to demonstrating the impact of ambiguity on military intervention decisions, it is 
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interesting to note that this impact also appears to make it more difficult for leaders to move 

toward peace and reconciliation. I return to this possibility in the concluding chapter.   

 

4.6 Conclusion 

The motivating questions with which I began this chapter address the reasons U.S. 

decision-makers did not consider military intervention in Iran more seriously and sooner 

than it did, as well as the reasons that Israel twice came close to intervening only to back 

away. My analysis in the previous section suggests that the answers have more to do with 

what decision-makers knew they didn’t know than what they knew they knew.  

Especially after the election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in 2006, Iran’s pubic and covert 

nuclear activities and its support for organizations on the U.S. terror list met the conditions 

for preemptive action as outlined by the 2002 National Security Strategy. “The greater the 

threat, the greater is the risk of inaction,” the strategy proclaimed, “and the more 

compelling the case for taking anticipatory action to defend ourselves, even if uncertainty 

remains as to the time and place of the enemy’s attack. To forestall or prevent such hostile 

acts by our adversaries, the United States will, if necessary, act preemptively” (White 

House 2002).  

Yet the Bush White House did not focus attention on Iran until 2006-2007 and even 

then, did so inconsistently. One obvious reason was the administration’s preoccupation 

with the deteriorating situation in Iraq. Another was learning from the last failure of Iraq. 

Still, these provide only partial explanations, particularly given the fact that Iran was a 



 

237 
 

major cause for the deterioration in Iraq. Another major reason, conveyed by participant 

statements, was a lack of confidence in estimates and the underlying unpredictability of 

future (rare) events. Beyond Iran, this was captured quite clearly in deliberations 

concerning military intervention in Syria, where U.S. decision-makers expressed low 

confidence in information and in estimates of future consequences and, as a result, decided 

to pursue diplomacy instead. Israeli leaders held relatively little uncertainty about striking 

in Syria, viewing it primarily through a risk environment lens. They chose to intervene, 

while taking steps to reduce uncertainty about consequences, by avoiding publicizing the 

attack and reportedly sending in Israeli Special Forces to gather evidence immediately after 

the strike.  

The answer to the second motivating question, regarding Israeli decision-making on 

Iran, has quite clearly more to do with the ambiguity of the circumstances than with new 

information or new developments on the ground, as expected by standard rationalist 

models. In both instances, an entrepreneurial Prime Minister was reportedly dissuaded 

from attacking Iran by the vociferous objections of Israeli generals and the head of Mossad. 

Both positions were rooted in disagreements regarding the otherwise wide and flat 

probability distribution for the outcomes of attacking Iran.   

In sum, whereas the case of Iraq demonstrated the force of fundamental uncertainty in 

facilitating military intervention, a review of decisions made regarding Iran and Syria 

shows the status-quo reinforcing effects of ambiguity. In the next chapter, I turn to 

analyzing Israeli decision-making with respect to intervention in Lebanon from 2000 to 

2006. It reveals both the limits and possibilities of the uncertainty aversion framework.   
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Chapter 5: Hedging through War in Lebanon (2000-2006) 
 

Israeli Deputy Prime Minister Shimon Peres: “We should think two steps ahead. Let’s 

say that we carry out [the proposed intervention], and [Hezbollah] retaliates. What then?” 

Israeli Chief of Staff Dan Halutz: “I think two steps ahead, even four steps ahead, but 

these four steps seem to me like just the first step multiplied by four…. The notion that 

someone here can see three and four steps ahead—I can’t and, if someone can, let him 

put it forward and I’ll consider his scenario.” 

-- Israeli government meeting, July 12, 2006 (quoted in Winograd Commission 2007)1 

 

On the morning of July 12, 2006, two Israeli military Humvees patrolling the Israeli-

Lebanese border were ambushed by Hezbollah guerillas. In the exchanges that ensued, 

three Israeli soldiers were killed, one wounded, and two others—Eldad Regev and Ehud 

Goldwasser—were kidnapped. Two hours later, an Israeli tank entered Lebanon and 

detonated an improvised explosive device. All four crewmembers were killed, and a failed 

rescue attempt resulted in the death of an infantryman.  

Over the next 33 days, this series of incidents quickly escalated into a full-blown war 

that neither side anticipated and few wanted. Large sections of Beirut’s southern suburbs 

and Lebanese infrastructure were destroyed; for the first time in Israel’s history, rockets 

                                                
1 Unless otherwise noted, all Hebrew translations in this section are my own; for a complete list of the 
individuals referred to in the following sections and their respective positions see Appendix A. 
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launched across its northern border penetrated deep into its territory, hitting targets as far 

south as Haifa, Nazareth, and Hadera. By the time the UN-enforced ceasefire agreement 

went into effect on August 14, more than 1,100 Lebanese civilians and Hezbollah fighters 

had been killed, another 4,400 wounded, and nearly one million Lebanese civilians had 

been internally displaced. Meanwhile, 163 Israeli civilians and soldiers had been killed, 

and over 1,400 wounded. More than 4,000 Hezbollah rockets fell throughout northern 

Israel, and about one million Israeli civilians were forced into shelters or fled their homes 

(Human Rights Watch 2007). 

 

5.1 Motivating Questions 

The Israel intervention in Lebanon in 2006 raises two central questions. First, why did 

Israel respond the way it did when similar attacks by Hezbollah previously elicited much 

more reserved Israeli retaliations? The nearly identical October 2000 attack and kidnapping 

of three Israeli soldiers by Hezbollah did not produce any military response; neither did a 

2002 infiltration of Hezbollah-supported Palestinian militants across the Lebanese border, 

which resulted in the killing of six Israelis. Following a failed kidnapping operation by 

Hezbollah in November 2005 and rocket attacks in May 2006, Israel responded with 

limited strikes against Hezbollah outposts in southern Lebanon. Yet in July 2006 Israel 

embarked on a significantly escalated response, launching a large-scale aerial bombing 

campaign against Hezbollah assets and Lebanese civilian infrastructure. In the final days 

of the war, it also initiated a large ground intervention inside Lebanon that met fierce 

Hezbollah resistance and resulted in a spike in casualties.  
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This departure is particularly striking given that, in 2006, Israel faced a much more 

capable adversary than it did since its 2000 withdrawal from southern Lebanon. In the 

interim Hezbollah had amassed an impressive arsenal comprising tens of thousands 

medium-range rockets capable of striking targets deep inside Israel. The risks to the home 

front in changing Israel’s intervention policy had therefore increased. Hezbollah embedded 

its growing military assets well inside civilian areas, thereby increasing Israel’s risks of 

inadvertent killings of civilians and the international criticism it would bring. Furthermore, 

escalation entailed added political risks and uncertainties due to Israelis’ low tolerance for 

casualties. In short, relinquishing the status quo intervention policy for a new policy in July 

2006, in response to an isolated border incident seemingly should have been less, not more 

likely—a belief held by Hezbollah’s leader Nasrallah when he ordered the attack. Why did 

Israeli leaders choose to escalate nonetheless?  

A second question concerns the decision-making dynamics leading to the choice of a 

new escalatory intervention. The decision by Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert on July 

12 to depart from past retaliatory policies received unanimous government support that 

night, despite the fact that government members held divergent and occasionally 

conflicting understandings of Israel’s security interests and the desirable retaliatory 

strategies. Very little debate took place among them. As the Winograd Commission report 

found, “The government did not want war, did not intend to embark on it, and did not know 

it was going to war. […] Nonetheless, that was the implication of its decision” (Winograd 

Commission 2007, 11).  
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To some external observers, Israel’s decision-making dynamics on the eve of the war 

smacked of “groupthink”—the tendency of decision-making groups to coalesce 

uncritically around a central policy idea (Aluf Ben in IDC Herzliya 2006; for more on 

groupthink, see Janis 1972; 1982; Hart 1991). But the Israeli government lacked a central 

condition for groupthink: group cohesiveness marked by amiability and esprit de corps. 

Prime Minister Olmert’s government was a coalition of four political parties, including the 

Labour Party—a major opponent to Olmert’s Kadima.2 After 1996, Israeli coalition 

governments had proved to be quite unstable, often resulting in coalition breakdowns and 

early elections. Second, the government included prominent figures with relevant military 

experience, including three former Defense Ministers (Shimon Peres, Shaul Mofaz, and 

Benjamin Ben Eliezer), one former director of the Israel Security Agency, Shabak (Avi 

Dichter), and a former deputy head of Shabak (Gideon Ezra).3 Their experience would have 

enabled them to delve deep into strategy, identify problems, and offer solutions. Third, on 

the eve of the decision, members of the Israeli government held widely divergent positions 

on the proper response to the attack. Given the stakes, one might have expected Israeli 

government members to engage in fierce debates about tactics and strategy. So why was 

there so little debate?  

 

 

                                                
2 Israel’s parliamentary political system relies on proportional representation, in which political parties 
receive seats in the 120-member Knesset in proportion to their share of the total electoral vote.  In Israel, this 
system has traditionally resulted in highly diffused voting patterns, in which the party with the most votes 
must cooperate with multiple parties in order to gain an absolute majority in the Knesset. 
3 Binyamin Ben-Eliezer was abroad on July 12 and was not present at the ministerial meeting that night 
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5.2 Preview of the Argument 

Israel’s decision to intervene in Lebanon offers an opportunity to closely examine 

decision-making dynamics when leaders are policy entrepreneurs. In Chapter 4, I showed 

how high levels of ambiguity (coupled with high risk) can prevent even entrepreneurial 

leaders from initiating an intervention, as was the case with Netanyahu and Barak with 

respect to attacking Iran. 

In this chapter I consider a different case, one in which entrepreneurial leaders succeed 

in overcoming otherwise high levels of ambiguity to initiate an intervention. This presents 

a challenge to the uncertainty aversion framework, which generally anticipates the modal 

outcome in such cases to be non-intervention. Nevertheless, through my analysis I show 

that Israel’s response to Hezbollah’s July 12 attack cannot be fully understood without 

accounting for the impact of experienced uncertainty on the way the initial decision was 

made and how it was implemented. Specifically, experienced uncertainty shaped the policy 

decision in five main ways. First, the rise in ambiguity in late 2005 and early 2006 about 

dynamics in Lebanon and in the region, alongside a reduction in some risk elements to an 

escalation, expanded the policy space for considering alternatives to the status quo. Second, 

a sense of fundamental uncertainty among large sections of the Israeli public, as well as 

several government ministers, which intensified in the aftermath of Hezbollah’s attack in 

July 2006, helped an entrepreneurial Olmert and his Chief of Staff, Dan Halutz, to pass a 

decision to escalate with minimal debate. Third, the internal strategic use of ambiguity by 

both Olmert and Halutz toward members of the Israeli government helped secure support 

from more skeptical decision-makers. Fourth, Olmert and Halutz attempted to manage their 
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own sense of ambiguity through hedging: engaging in a limited intervention, assessing 

responses, and then choosing and carrying out the next escalatory step. Finally, as the 

intervention began to take shape, Olmert and Halutz found themselves increasingly pushed 

by new policy entrepreneurs to proclaim objectives and undertake actions that went well 

beyond their original intent, seemingly unable to cease the hostilities when their main goals 

had been reached. 

 

5.3 Prologue: Israeli Decision-Making on Lebanon before 2006  

Israel’s decision to escalate its response to Hezbollah’s July 2006 operation must be 

understood in the context of its complicated history in Lebanon. The relevant pre-2006 

period can be broadly divided into two periods: Israel’s continued occupation of southern 

Lebanese territory (1982-2000), and the period following its withdrawal from Lebanon in 

May 2000.  

 

5.3.1 In the “Lebanese Mud,” 1982-2000 

Israel’s pullout from southern Lebanon in 2000 followed 18 years of an increasingly 

futile attempt to eradicate militant attacks against Israeli soldiers and civilians originating 

from Lebanon. During the 1970s, Lebanese-based Palestinian militant groups, including 

the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO), carried out a large number of attacks on 

Israeli civilians, including rocket fire and several incidents of civilian hostage-taking and 

murder. In June 1982, Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin and his Defense Minister, 
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retired General Ariel Sharon, initiated a large ground invasion deep inside Lebanon. The 

proclaimed goal of Israel’s invasion was to uproot Palestinian groups within the area 40 

kilometers north of the border—the maximal range of Palestinian rockets at the time. Yet 

Sharon and the military’s leadership had more ambitious goals. They wanted to change the 

balance of power in Lebanon, then in the midst of a ruthless civil war, by allying with 

Lebanese Christians and pushing the PLO and Syria out of the country. Eventually, an 

operation initially thought to take a few weeks lasted three years and resulted in the deaths 

of hundreds of Israeli soldiers and thousands of Lebanese, Palestinians, and Syrians. 

During this period, Iran worked with Lebanese Shiites to create Hezbollah, a militia 

dedicated to fighting Israel and Western interests in Lebanon.   

When Israel eventually decided to pull back its forces from Beirut in 1985, rather than 

withdrawing to the international border, it created a narrow “security zone” on the 

Lebanese side of the border. This security zone was meant to stop cross-border attacks 

inside Israel proper. It was occupied by forward-deployed Israeli troops working together 

with an allied Lebanese militia, the South Lebanon Army (SLA).  

In 1992, Israel assassinated Hezbollah’s leader Abbas Musawi. Musawi’s successor 

was a young and charismatic leader, Hassan Nasrallah, who turned Hezbollah into a 

sophisticated guerilla organization and a major stakeholder in Lebanese politics. Two 

sizable Israeli operations against Hezbollah in southern Lebanon in 1993 and in 1996 

brought little gains and seemed to only embolden the organization. Eventually, the near-

daily killing of Israeli soldiers in the security zone, and the lack of a clear strategy to 

improve the situation, turned many Israelis against continued presence in the Lebanon. In 
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1999, Ehud Barak, then a popular former IDF Chief of Staff, campaigned against 

incumbent Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu on the promise of removing Israeli forces 

from Lebanon within the year, and he won.   

 After failed attempts to negotiate with Syria on a solution to Lebanon, Barak ordered 

secret preparations for a unilateral withdrawal. The eventual withdrawal from Lebanon on 

May 24, 2000 was far less organized than Barak had hoped. Israel wanted to prevent 

Hezbollah from taking credit for the withdrawal, which required a level of secrecy and 

surprise that kept Israel’s allies in southern Lebanon in the dark. The result was a swift but 

chaotic operation, with desperate SLA fighters and their families fleeing to border 

crossings and pleading with Israeli soldiers to open the gates before Hezbollah exacts its 

revenge.  

Still, the withdrawal was largely perceived in Israel as a success. No Israeli soldiers 

were killed during the redeployment, and the United Nations confirmed that Israel had fully 

met its international obligations. In Lebanon, the withdrawal was widely viewed as a 

victory for Hezbollah. Nasrallah proclaimed the fight with Israel far from over, since Israel 

continued to hold Lebanese prisoners and the Shebba Farms, a 14 square-mile area that 

Israel captured from Syria in 1967 and to which Lebanon now claimed ownership.  

 

5.3.2 Israeli Containment through a Risk Environment Lens, 2000-2006 

In the initial post-withdrawal period, Israeli leaders saw the Lebanese front primarily 

through a risk environment lens, and for good reason. In the Lebanese public eye, Israel’s 
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withdrawal in 2000 undermined the legitimacy of Hezbollah’s continued militancy, as well 

as that of its state-sponsors, Syria and Iran. Simultaneously, the American War on Terror 

brought both Syria and Iran under significant international pressure to end their support for 

Hezbollah. The combination of these two forces triggered a chain of events that was overall 

favorable to Israeli interests, culminating in the removal of Syrian forces from Lebanon 

and a more restrained Hezbollah after the assassination of former Lebanese Prime Minister 

Rafik Hariri. Meanwhile, from September 2000 to February 2005 Israeli security forces 

were busy attempting to subdue the second Palestinian intifada, and had little capacity to 

handle a second front in Lebanon. Prime Minister Sharon’s own thorny legacy from the 

first Lebanon War, and the Israeli public’s sensitivity to casualties, acted as additional 

inhibitors. As a result, there was neither the perceived need nor the appetite for escalating 

Israel’s intervention policy in Lebanon. Any uncertainties that existed about the 

consequences of a policy change were fairly insignificant. 

The guiding principle for Israeli strategy toward Hezbollah during the six years 

between its withdrawal from southern Lebanon and the July 2006 kidnapping was one of 

containment and proportionality. Since the policy’s early formulation under Barak, 

containment meant that significant Hezbollah provocations would be answered by 

localized retaliations, but that Israel would otherwise shy away from escalating the conflict.  

Containment was anchored in Israeli leaders’ need to keep in balance a number of 

political, strategic, and international pressures. Politically, any operation that could 

provoke extensive Hezbollah shelling of Israeli population centers threatened to undercut 

Barak’s rationale for withdrawal and his most significant achievement as Prime Minister. 
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Barak had publicly argued that Israel’s withdrawal would undermine Hezbollah’s 

legitimacy inside Lebanon and make Israeli safer, and that over-reactions to Hezbollah 

provocations would only serve its efforts to demonstrate its relevance (Winograd 2007, 

39). After the failure of the Oslo peace process in July 2000 and the start of the second 

Palestinian intifada in September, political winds were blowing against Barak. Thus, in 

October, when Hezbollah launched its first post-withdrawal border attack, it would have 

been politically difficult for Barak to initiate a new intervention in Lebanon in response, 

which would have undermined his promise of peace along Israel’s northern border. He 

therefore preferred undertaking a de-escalatory response after Hezbollah’s operation.    

 When Sharon subsequently replaced Barak in January 2001, he had a set of different 

political reasons to uphold containment. Haunted by the public backlash against his actions 

in Lebanon as Begin’s Defense Minister in 1982, escalatory action in Lebanon under his 

leadership was bound to evoke the ghosts of that unpopular war. According to his close 

adviser, Dov Weisglass, Sharon’s main lessons from that experience were that major 

military escalations required broad Israeli support and that Israelis would not support a 

broad escalation unless they experienced the threat personally (Weisglass 2007, 11–12). 

Hezbollah attacks along the northern border hardly met those criteria.     

Strategically, Israel’s military had little interest in or capacity to focus its efforts on 

Lebanon. After the Palestinian intifada broke out in September 2000 and suicide bombers 

began killing Israeli civilians, the military preferred to avoid fighting war on a second front. 

There was also a prospect that war with Hezbollah would drag Syrian forces in Lebanon 

into the fighting, resulting in a significant and uncertain escalation. During the early 2000s, 
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while the rest of the country was mired in violence, Israel’s north became a haven of 

stability and a source of much-needed domestic and international tourism income. In 2000, 

about 2.3 million tourists visited Israel. The following year, after the second Palestinian 

intifada erupted, that figured plunged to 1.2 million, a 56 percent decline, and it would not 

fully recover for years (Israel Central Bureau of Statistics 2014). The north became a lone 

economic bright spot, and there was significant danger in destabilizing it.  

Regionally, new winds seemed favorable to Israel’s interests in Lebanon. The U.S. War 

on Terror brought pressures on Syria and Iran to cease support for Hezbollah, which 

encouraged Sharon not to undermine U.S. efforts through escalatory measures (Winograd 

Commission 2007). Both he and Barak believed that a quiet border was detrimental to 

Hezbollah’s hold on Lebanese politics. Lacking its historical raison d'être, they believed 

that Hezbollah would struggle to navigate Lebanon’s fractious politics and find it hard to 

justify its continued militarization or support from international backers. Lacking much by 

way of historical precedents, these hopes were based more on logic than on evidence. 

Therefore, both the known risks and the uncertainties regarding how an Israeli escalation 

in the north would interact with broader regional processes in Lebanon and the region kept 

containment in place.   

Hezbollah indeed launched attacks throughout the period in an effort to keep the border 

“hot.” Yet Israel resisted the temptation to escalate. In October 2000, just five months after 

Israel’s withdrawal from Lebanon, Hezbollah launched its first major attack, kidnapping 

three Israeli soldiers patrolling the border (Israel would later learn all three had been killed 

in the attack). Barak ordered a very limited military retaliation, turning quickly to 
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diplomatic negotiations to secure the hostages’ release. In March 2002 two Palestinian 

militants crossed the border and entered the town of Shlomi, where they killed five Israeli 

civilians and an army officer. After a period of relative calm, Hezbollah again carried out 

a kidnapping operation in November 2005 in Ragar, a Druze village split halfway between 

Lebanon and Israel. The attempt failed, and several Hezbollah militants were killed. In 

May 2006, Hezbollah began periodic shelling of northern Israeli communities and military 

bases. True to its containment policy, Israel again responded with precision strikes against 

the source of the attacks, but avoided a wider escalation.   

 

5.3.2.1 Rising Ambiguity and the Seeds of Change, 2005-2006 

In early 2005, the rationale for Israel’s containment policy was beginning to unravel, 

and with it came a rise in ambiguity regarding the right course of action in Lebanon. Some 

of the main strategic factors that made containment a sensible approach had changed 

markedly, including the end of the Palestinian intifada, and Israeli hopes that Hezbollah’s 

public status would continue to decline and that the U.S. war in Iraq would make the Middle 

East more accommodating to Israeli interests. At the same time, these factors also increased 

ambiguity about the effects of a possible Israeli military intervention in Lebanon.  

Four main incentives for containment changed during this period. Frist, by February 

2005, the intifada began winding down, which reduced the pressures that had discouraged 

the military from opening another battle front in Lebanon. Second, in January 2006 Prime 

Minister Sharon experienced a major stroke and slipped into a coma from which he would 
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not emerge. His deputy, Olmert, succeeded him on an interim basis until March, when his 

centrist Kadima party won an election and he was able to form a new government. 

Unimpeded by Sharon’s personal baggage with respect to Lebanon, Olmert had greater 

freedom to reconsider alternatives. Third, in Iraq, the American-led occupation had become 

mired in a full-fledged ethno-religious and counter-insurgency conflict. As a result, U.S. 

leverage over the regimes in Syria and Iran became significantly weakened, and instead 

the newly elected President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad of Iran seemed bent on pursuing a 

more aggressive foreign policy. Israeli decision-makers no longer harbored much hope that 

the United States could force these regimes to reconsider their support for Hezbollah.  

Finally, by 2006 Hezbollah and Syria’s declining fortunes in Lebanon’s fractured 

political scene had ground to a halt. On February 14, 2005, former Lebanese Prime Minister 

and Syria’s foe Rafik Hariri was assassinated in a massive car bomb explosion in Beirut. 

Angered by the assassination, Lebanese took to the streets to demand that Syria withdraw 

its forces, in what became known as the Cedar Revolution. Their protest bore fruit, and on 

April 27 the last of Syria’s soldiers left Lebanon 30 years after they entered the country. 

Yet whereas some Israeli leaders expected Hezbollah’s disarmament to come next, 

particularly given the organization’s close affiliation with Syria and suspected role in the 

Hariri assassination, the opposite occurred. After the anti-Syria coalition won the Lebanese 

election in June 2005, Prime Minister Fouad Siniora brought Hezbollah into his 

government—the first time Hezbollah became part of a Lebanese government. Many 

Israeli and Western observers saw the move as extinguishing any hopes that Lebanon 
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would disarm Hezbollah in the foreseeable future. Thus a central underpinning for Israeli 

containment disappeared.  

As a result of these converging trends, by spring 2006 a large number of Israeli 

decision-makers agreed that Israel’s response to the next Hezbollah attack must be harsher. 

At the same time, there was not yet a clearly formed alternative to containment. After the 

2000 withdrawal, the Israeli military developed a number of operational plans for a 

potential future escalation. The plan in place on the eve of the kidnapping was drafted in 

2002 and was by that time badly outdated. Alternative plans developed subsequently had 

not been formally approved by the military. One of them, Shoveret Kerach (in English, 

“Ice Breaker”), involved a harsh but brief aerial and artillery retaliation, accompanied by 

very limited ground maneuvers along the border, with the goal of pressuring Lebanese 

political actors to rein in Hezbollah. A parallel plan, May Merom (in English, “Waters from 

Merom”), envisaged a short period of aerial and artillery bombings followed by extensive 

ground operations inside Lebanon, with the goal of eliminating much of Hezbollah’s rocket 

infrastructure. It was designed to function either as a second step to Shoveret Kerach or 

simply as an alternative. In mid-July 2006, however, neither plan had been approved, and 

the resources need to implement them were not yet made available to Israel’s Northern 

Command. In addition, as operational military plans they were not designed to offer a fully 

articulated strategy on its varied diplomatic and political components.  

In the months preceding Hezbollah’s attack, Prime Minister Olmert had little doubt that 

a Hezbollah attempt to kidnap Israeli soldiers was imminent. Hezbollah’s leader Nasrallah 

avowed as much in his public speeches, justifying action in efforts to secure the release of 
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Lebanese prisoners held by Israel. The military was placed on high alert in March and again 

in May 2006 in preparations for a possible Hezbollah kidnapping. Olmert later stated that, 

“I didn’t know the date, but I knew there would be an ambush; I knew they would shoot 

all across the North. It was just a matter of time […].” (quoted in Keinon and Horovitz 

2007). To prepare for this eventuality, Olmert held several meetings with Israel’s military 

leaders between January 8, 2006—shortly after becoming Acting Prime Minister—and 

July 11, to discuss plans for Israel’s response (Winograd Commission 2007, 60).  

Upon entering the Prime Minister’s office, Olmert still supported maintaining 

containment for fear of entanglement. Olmert’s security trio with Defense Minister Amir 

Peretz and IDF Chief of Staff Halutz seemed as unlikely as any to pursue risky policy 

change in Lebanon. As a member of Sharon’s government and a member of the Knesset’s 

Foreign Affairs and Security Committee, Olmert had some relevant experience with 

defense matters but lacked the executive military experience of his predecessors. Peretz, 

who as a former union leader and the Labour Party’s head, had campaigned on an economic 

agenda and had almost no security-related experience at all. Olmert’s decision to give him 

the government’s defense portfolio was widely viewed then and after the war as a prime 

example of the pathologies involved in Israeli coalition building. Both Olmert and Peretz 

were new in their positions. At the time of Hezbollah’s attack, Olmert had been in his 

position for only six months and Peretz just three months. Meanwhile, Chief of Staff 

Halutz, had been in his position for only a year. A former pilot, he had neither the 

inclination nor the experience to lead ground forces into enemy territory.  
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Yet as tensions escalated that spring, Olmert began considering alternatives. His 

primary goal was to expedite implementation of UN Security Council Resolution 1559 

(2004), which called on the Lebanese government to assume responsibility for security 

throughout Lebanon and disarm all non-state militias. In his Winograd Commission 

testimony, Olmert asserted that, since stepping into his role as acting Prime Minister in 

January, notwithstanding the crowded agenda he faced, including an upcoming election in 

March, “I was occupied with just one thing: northern Israel. […] One thing that was clear 

to me was that, should the threat [of a Hezbollah attack] materialize, which seemed certain 

to us […], the formula for dealing with it should not be anchored in past conventions. […] 

Rather, the central thing would be to find the right approach to combine military and 

diplomatic levers to facilitate a [positive] outcome on the ground” (Olmert 2007, 3). In a 

March 5 military briefing on the threat from Hezbollah, Olmert noted that Hezbollah held 

an advantage in that an Israeli retaliation would be restrained in its application of military 

force. He further asked to be briefed on the military retaliatory plans at a near future date 

so that he would not be put ‘“on the spot’ to make a decision” (Olmert 2007, 3).4 He did, 

however, reject a large ground intervention as “a formula leading to an entanglement” 

(Winograd Commission 2007, 60–61). Although Halutz recommended maintaining 

containment at that meeting, to his general staff he confided on February 17 his desire to 

reevaluate Israel’s policy of containment toward Hezbollah “as soon as the political system 

stabilizes” (Halutz 2007, 9). On May 10, Olmert told his aides prior to a visit to the United 

States that, “if we could get to a situation where the Lebanese military is deployed to the 

                                                
4 This is confirmed by The Winograd Commissions interim report (Winograd Commission 2007, 61).  
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south, Hezbollah retreats and is disarmed, it would constitute an implementation of 

Security Council resolution 1559. […] If there is something whose outcome could be 

removing the Hezbollah threat it would interest us greatly” (Winograd Commission 2007, 

61) 

The extent to which Olmert had made up his mind to initiate a new, escalated 

intervention in Lebanon prior to July 12 is murky. During his testimony before the 

Winograd Commission, Olmert had personal and political incentives to overstate his 

concern and his efforts to prepare for Hezbollah attacks. The Winograd Commission found 

no evidence of political or military preparations for a significant escalation of Israel’s 

intervention policy during that period, though it noted that there were signs of increased 

policy interest in Lebanon (Winograd Commission 2008, 61–62). At the same time, Olmert 

has not claimed to have made a definitive formal decision to launch a significantly 

escalated intervention in Lebanon prior to the attacks. It is also worth recalling that he had 

only been in office for six turbulent months when the July 12 attacks took place. It is 

therefore plausible, and perhaps more likely than not, that he indeed was determined to 

change course toward Hezbollah and Lebanon, but did not have time to formalize its 

contours.  

As for Halutz, based on his own statements and his role in developing the more 

ambitious May Merom plan, he almost certainty approached the crisis with a predefined 

preference for escalation. He later testified that, “according to my world view—which was 

shared elsewhere in the General Staff and predated July 12—it was clear that we would 

have to change the containment policy” (Halutz 2007, 18). 
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5.4 Israeli Decision-Making On the Eve of the 2006 War 

Following Hezbollah’s attack on the morning of July 12, the speed with which events 

ensued can make it difficult to determine their exact sequence. Nonetheless, it is readily 

apparent that, within hours of the attack, policy entrepreneurs mobilized and were quickly 

joined by persuadables, both inside and outside the government. Unlike the decision-

making process in a typical fundamental uncertainty environment, where the breakdown 

of conventions is clear, the decision to initiate intervention in Lebanon reflects two logics 

operating simultaneously side by side. On one side, fundamentally uncertain actors 

perceived the attack as representing an existential threat when placed in the broader 

security context. They displayed common fundamental uncertainty behaviors, such as risk-

seeking, little interest in debate, and the embrace of certitude. On the other side were most 

other members of the Israeli ministerial cabinet, who perceived the attack as a limited and 

isolated event and saw many ambiguities and risks in departure from Israel’s containment 

policy. They were silenced, however, by the combination of strategic ambiguity about the 

scope of the retaliation by Olmert and Halutz, political considerations, and dynamics 

unique to Israel’s coalition government structure. Hence a situation that the uncertainty 

aversion framework would have generally predicted as resulting in intervention policy 

continuity resulted in a new intervention. I return to exploring the causes for this apparent 

predictive failure in Section 5.5.   
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5.4.1 The Policy Entrepreneurs Mobilize 

When the first reports of Hezbollah’s kidnapping operation reached Olmert on the 

morning of July 12, he was at a meeting with the parents of another kidnapped soldier, 

Gilad Shalit. Shalit had been abducted by Palestinian militants near Gaza just three weeks 

prior. His kidnapping was important in influencing the way Olmert and others framed 

Hezbollah’s actions. To their minds, the Lebanese attack was part of a collaborative 

strategy by Hezbollah and Palestinian groups to degrade Israeli deterrence, in much the 

same way as the 2000 kidnapping of three Israeli soldiers by Hezbollah coincided with the 

beginning of the second Palestinian intifada (Olmert 2007, 27–28; Peretz 2007, 15; Livni 

in Winograd Commission 2007, 80; Shelah and Limor 2007, 45–49).   

As soon as news of the attack reached them, both Olmert and Halutz mobilized to set 

the stage for a major change to Israel’s containment policy. From that morning on, Olmert 

and Halutz operated together as policy entrepreneurs, consistently pushing for an 

escalatory response. Only hours after the attack, Halutz told his general staff that, “this is 

a serious event that enables us to launch a disproportional response and change the 

equation” (Winograd Commission 2007, 69–71; Shelah and Limor 2007, 52).  

As the principal decision-maker, Olmert was now in a position to promote intervention 

policy change toward Hezbollah (and toward Lebanon by extension). Yet he also had to 

contend with a number of challenges. First, lest the opportunity window close domestically 

and internationally, he had to limit debate. This meant managing the decision-making 

process as unimpeded as possible by second-guessing and partisan leaks to the media. 
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Partly due to Israel’s fragmented coalition politics, it is not uncommon for government 

ministers and military generals to leak sensitive information to journalists, and Olmert 

feared that a leak would relinquish Israel’s ability to surprise Hezbollah and undermine 

public support for an escalation (Olmert 2007).  

Second, Olmert had to manage this streamlined decision-making process while at the 

same time having few answers of his own to important unknowns. Although his end goal 

was full enforcement of UNSC Resolution 1559, and he believed that escalating Israel’s 

intervention policy could help achieve this goal, he did not have a clear plan for the 

military, diplomatic, and political aspects of the intervention.  

In addition to these challenges, Olmert also had to contend with a number of key 

sources of ambiguity. First was the ideal scope of the operation. Should it include attacks 

only against Hezbollah targets in southern Lebanon or against its Beirut headquarters as 

well? Should attacks focus only on Hezbollah alone or also on Lebanese government assets 

to signal that Israel viewed it as ultimately responsible? Should the operation be limited to 

aerial strikes or include ground operations? Second, there was uncertainty about the 

operation’s subsequent effect on Lebanese public opinion. Would an escalation mobilize 

Lebanese public opinion for or against Hezbollah? Would Hezbollah or Israel bear ultimate 

responsibility in Lebanese public opinion for the fighting that would follow? The answers 

to these questions were critical to the success of Israel’s military response, since effecting 

the implementation of Resolution 1559 required the support, or at least the acquiescence, 

of the Lebanese people. A third source of uncertainty concerned the response of the 

international community, and especially the United States, to an intervention. Strong U.S. 
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pressures to reduce the severity or length of the intervention would force Israel’s hand. 

Having support from the international community was also essential for achieving Israel’s 

long-term goals with respect to Resolution 1559. Fourth, although there was little doubt 

that an escalatory Israeli intervention would be met in kind by Hezbollah’s medium- and 

long-range rockets, few knew how the organization would proceed after the first few 

rounds of strikes and counter-strikes. Had it planned any secret and unwelcomed surprises? 

Would it be caught unprepared? Would Israel’s strikes against rocket launchers and 

arsenals be successful at limiting Hezbollah’s ability to retaliate? Finally, Israeli decision-

makers were uncertain regarding the Israeli public’s ability to absorb Hezbollah’s response. 

Both the Israeli military and Hezbollah had long considered Israelis’ low tolerance for 

casualties to be Israel’s weakest point. Nasrallah once famously referred to Israel as a 

“spider’s web”: strong in appearance but crumbling under the lightest touch. Israelis’ 

endurance was especially important now, with previously untested Israeli communities 

falling under Hezbollah’s expanding rocket range. In the aftermath of Israel’s withdrawal 

from Lebanon in 2000, Hezbollah acquired hundreds of Iranian-made Fajr-5 rockets with 

a range of 45 kilometers and Zelzal-2 rockets with a range of 200-400 kilometers—well 

beyond the 120 kilometers separating Tel Aviv from the Lebanese border. Would Israelis 

pressure their government to end hostilities before conditions are ripe for a diplomatic 

solution?   

Olmert and Halutz responded to these uncertainties with a combination of tactics, 

including uncertainty reduction efforts, internal strategic ambiguity, and operational 

hedging. One of Olmert’s first acts after hearing of the kidnapping was calling U.S. 
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Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice to gauge the Bush administration’s stance on a 

possible Israeli intervention. To his relief, Rice seemed supportive of a forceful Israeli 

response, insisting only that Israel be careful not to attack Lebanese infrastructure or the 

Fouad Siniora government, which had been friendly to Western interests (Harel and 

Isacharoff 2008, 81).5 This assured Olmert of a fairly expansive diplomatic cover for 

Israel’s response, and effectively removed a significant source of uncertainty and risk, at 

least for the first few days of the operation.  

Olmert’s other, limited efforts at reducing uncertainty were less successful. Both he 

and Halutz exhibited a skeptical attitude toward large-forum decision-making 

consultations and had limited interest in debate and operational planning. Perhaps the most 

thorough decision-making conversation on the eve of July 12—a meeting that included 

Olmert, Peretz, and leaders of the military and security establishments—was nevertheless 

fairly superficial. It began with a review of the day’s events by Head of Military 

Intelligence, general Amos Yadlin, who noted that, “it is very difficult to estimate what 

level of force Hezbollah could absorb before it turns to escalation” (Winograd Commission 

2007, 74). Olmert then listened to the opinions of Halutz and head of the Operations 

Directorate, Major General Gadi Eisenkot, who favored targeting Lebanon’s civilian 

infrastructure (Option 1). Eisenkot described Israel’s strategic objective as restoring its 

deterrent balance with Hezbollah, as well as persuading Lebanon’s government to take 

                                                
5 In an effort to undercut Iran’s and Hezbollah’s influence, the United States provided upward of $800M in 
2005-2006 to support the Lebanese government (Crist 2012). 
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responsibility for security along the Israeli border.6 Like Halutz, Eisenkot favored focusing 

the retaliation on infrastructure, including Lebanese power stations and Beirut’s 

international airport.  

Defense Minister Peretz countered that Hezbollah would respond to infrastructure 

attacks with massive rocket fire deep into Israel. Instead, and advocated aerial strikes on 

Hezbollah rocket launchers in southern Lebanon (Option 2). This view was echoed by 

major general Amos Gilad, Director of Policy and Political-Military Affairs, who noted 

that infrastructure attacks could also draw international criticism. Head of Mossad Meir 

Dagan then challenged both views, complaining that the operational goals were too ill-

defined and that changing the deterrent balance in Lebanon would require a far more 

extensive intervention, including a large deployment of ground forces (Option 3) 

(Winograd Commission 2007, 71 and 75; Shelah and Limor 2007; Olmert 2007, 22).7 His 

view was supported in an earlier defense establishment meeting by Major General Benny 

Gantz, who proposed mobilizing the reserves in preparation for a possible ground invasion.  

When the prospect of ground invasion was raised, Halutz responded dismissively, 

stating that “I’m not willing to put it on the table” (quoted in Winograd Commission 2007, 

75). He allowed for no debate on this question. Concluding the meeting, Olmert expressed 

support for Option 2 (focusing on Hezbollah’s rocket launchers). With respect to Option 

                                                
6 Shelah and Limor (2007, 42) maintain that Eisenkot initially advised against an immediate, major operation 
but after Halutz insisted on an immediate response, Eisenkot supported his plan while proposing to mobilize 
the reserves as a precaution. 
7 According to Israeli journalists Ofer Shelah and Yoav Limor (2007, 51), during the earlier forum Dagan 
had proposed strikes against Syrian targets and urged a more thoughtful and creative response plan, even if 
it necessitated a delay in the retaliation. 
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1, he stated that he did not “see how Hezbollah is damaged significantly, and how we 

change the equation, by us attacking Lebanese power stations” (quoted in Winograd 

Commission 2007, 76). Infrastructure attacks, he argued, would rally Lebanese public 

opinion toward Hezbollah and international actors against Israel. 

As the Winograd Commission later noted with some puzzlement, however, there was 

little substantive back-and-forth about the options raised by those present or consideration 

of operational details (Winograd Commission 2007, 76, fn. 76). A meaningful strategic 

debate about the timeline for the operation, what would be Hezbollah’s strategy for the 

conflict as a whole, or what would follow the initial wave of attacks, did not take place.  

Despite their initial disagreements regarding the preferred course of intervention, the 

entrepreneurial bond between Olmert and Halutz for a significant escalation was already 

sowing the seeds for problems they would encounter later on. Olmert’s lack of military 

experience compared to Halutz, in addition to Halutz’s self-confident style, led Olmert to 

underestimate the risks and uncertainties, believing Halutz and the military had undertaken 

necessary steps for contingencies. He thus refrained from getting involved in details and 

from fully utilizing the defense establishment’s expertise in order to articulate a clear 

strategy. It is impossible to prove that another leader would have arrived at a different 

decision, but there is little doubt that the deliberative process would have looked quite 

different had it been led by a more experienced leader, one better acquainted with the 

military. Dov Weisglass, who was Sharon’s close adviser and former Chief of Staff, 

recalled before the commission how “[Sharon] loved the military with whole his heart, but 

at the same time he was very realistic regarding its capabilities. […] I remember how, when 
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they would propose a military operation to him, he would say: ‘yes, yes, but, after all, I 

know these things. What do you mean here by N plus five hours? You won’t be able to 

mobilize one thousand reserve personnel in five hours because, you know, this guy’s car 

won’t turn on, and the other guy’s wife just took the dog to the vet […], it doesn’t work 

that way’” (Weisglass 2007, 21). Feeling pressure to act immediately and resolutely, 

Olmert did not ask key questions and let Halutz lead the way. As it turned out, despite 

Olmert and Peretz’s strong opposition to attacking Lebanese infrastructure, by the time 

they arrived at the ministerial meeting, Halutz had apparently secured compromises from 

both.  

At 8:00 PM that night, the Israeli government convened to discuss the day’s events and 

formulate Israel’s response. By most accounts, this was a pro forma meeting, needed 

mainly to satisfy procedural and political needs for broad ministerial support. After a 

briefing by Yadlin, Halutz outlined a plan for targeting both Hezbollah strongholds and 

civilian infrastructure (a combination of Options 1 and 2). He emphasized that Hezbollah 

would likely respond by firing rockets deep inside Israel, and added that, in his view, the 

military operation would not help secure the release of the kidnapped soldiers (Winograd 

Commission 2007, 77). He mentioned none of the previous disagreements within the 

defense establishment with the ministers. Defense Minister Peretz, who spoke next, backed 

Halutz’s plan, in spite of his earlier qualms about infrastructure strikes. Most of the 

ministers who spoke next expressed general support for a “strong response” against 

Lebanon. 
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Each minister in turn spoke briefly about what they believed needed to happen within 

the framework of this harsh response. For some ministers, the significance of Hezbollah’s 

attack represented a major deterrence crisis that called for a harsh response. Ramon would 

later maintain that, “in my view, whoever tries to harm the sovereign State of Israel within 

the 1967 borders, wants to destroy the State of Israel. This is how I perceive it, and the 

actions taken by Hezbollah were a threat…of ideological potential… I said, ‘that’s it. If we 

do not take this action now, [this will have terrible ramifications for] Israel’s deterrence 

capability, and it will eventually be translated into an existential threat’” (Ramon 2007, 

32).  

Others perceived the situation in less acute terms and favored more moderate responses. 

Livni, for example, saw Hezbollah’s attack as a serious event that presented modest 

diplomatic opportunities. Avi Dichter likewise believed that moderate gains could be 

achieved through a strong but measured response (Dichter 2006, 6). Shimon Peres, himself 

a former Prime Minister and Defense Minister, was a lone voice in expressing doubt about 

the efficacy of military operations and support for a largely diplomatic approach. He 

proposed, instead, reliance on American and French diplomatic pressure on the Lebanese 

government as the primary route (Option 4). In his later testimony before the Commission, 

he remarked later that he would not have initiated an intervention at all: “If it was up to 

me, I wouldn’t even make a list of goals for the war. We had no goals because we did not 

initiate it. We were attacked and needed to rebuff the attack. That’s all” (Peres 2006, 3).  

Throughout this ministerial meeting, no debate took place surrounding the various (and 

occasionally dissonant) points raised by the participants. It was never clear what Olmert 
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and the military envisioned for the operation, including how long it would take, or what 

military, diplomatic, and internal defensive efforts it would require. Furthermore, there was 

no real discussion of the strategic purpose of these planned operations and what would 

ensue Hezbollah’s anticipated retaliation. While some of the ministers spoke in opposition 

to ground operations, the issue was not debated and reserve mobilization was not discussed. 

Prime Minister Olmert concluded the meeting, stating that “we need to set such a price tag 

that nobody will want to mess with us,” and adding that Hezbollah should be expected to 

respond with rocket fire against Israeli towns and cities (Winograd Commission 2007, 81). 

He did not, however, specify his plans for military operations.  

Nonetheless, when the meeting adjourned at 10:00 PM that night, the government voted 

unanimously to approve the “recommendations of the defense establishment.” It also 

delegated its decision-making authority over operational plans to a smaller seven-member 

forum (“the Forum of Seven”), effectively relinquishing participation in major operational 

decisions for much of the subsequent war.8 When the Forum of Seven gathered at 10:30 

PM, Olmert began the meeting by clarifying that “this is an operational meeting, not a 

debate” (Winograd Commission 2007, 83). He ruled out attacks on power stations and 

other civilian infrastructure targets, though the forum did approve aerial strikes against 

Hezbollah strongholds in southern Lebanon and a limited attack on runways at Beirut’s 

International Airport.9  

                                                
8 The Forum of Seven included Prime Minister Olmert and ministers Peretz, Peres, Dichter, Livni, Mofaz, 
and Eli Yishai.  
9 Olmert explained his opposition to strikes against power stations a few days later, citing the need to preserve 
the international community’s support for Israel’s policies in Lebanon. Shelah and Limor assert that in doing 
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There was little doubt on the minds of those present at the ministerial meeting and the 

subsequent Forum of Seven meeting that there was near-unanimous support for strong 

military action against Hezbollah. However, as each expressed their views, it was clear that 

they disagreed on the operation’s ideal scope and priority targets. How could this politically 

diverse and militarily experienced group of decision-makers, with serious disagreements 

on the ideal scope of the operation, engage in so little?  

Much of the answer resides in the convergence of two factors. First, participants 

engaged in self-censorship for a variety of reasons, including (1) a desire to show support 

for the leader in time of crisis, (2) skepticism about the efficacy of speaking out, (3) fear 

of retaliation, and (4) ambiguity. When asked about their silence and the lack of a 

methodical discussion of goals and strategies in the government meeting, prominent 

ministers justified their behavior by citing the need to unite and back the leader in this time 

of crisis. Shimon Peres had been alone in the meeting in trying to encourage a discussion 

of operational plans. Yet once rebuffed by Halutz, Peres did not insist on this point and 

eventually voted in unison with his colleagues. In his testimony before the Winograd 

Commission, Peres testified that, “I believed that it was my obligation to avoid expressing 

criticism… In principle, I believe it is my role to support the leaders, not to weaken them, 

and to be very careful in my criticisms […]” (Peres 2006, 3–4). 

Many ministers also doubted the value of speaking out. As Justice Minister Chaim 

Ramon, who has served under four Israeli Prime Ministers, noted: “I can say that, when it 

                                                
so Olmert was responding to requests by U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice (Shelah and Limor 2007, 
53). 
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comes to these matters, Prime Ministers usually make their decisions not in consultations 

with their ministers, but rather in discussions with the professional leadership” (Ramon 

2007, 2). Tourism Minister Isaac Herzog echoed this sentiment: “the critical process 

unquestionably took place before the government meeting, and we [government members] 

played absolutely no role in it […]. During the meeting we talked, made decisions, heard 

briefings, but [the plans] had already been ‘cooked’ previously” (Herzog 2007, 10). 

Minister Ramon testified that, “I believe—I am almost certain—that the July 12 decision 

was written…between the hours of 6:00 PM and 8:00 PM, [during] the military assessment 

meeting” (Ramon 2007, 10). For his part, Olmert did not deny in his Winograd testimony 

that the ministerial meeting played a largely formal role in the decision-making process. In 

fact, he described this situation as “fairly natural […]. The Prime Minister doesn’t like to 

go to a government meeting and express an opinion only to find that most members oppose 

it” (Olmert 2007, 35–36). 

Mofaz and several other ministers also felt pressured not to express disagreements: “I 

did not engage in debate over how goals should be attained. I tried making a policy 

recommendation once and was ‘burned’ […]. During a war, every time you speak your 

mind is of tremendous importance, and I expressed my opinion [once], but you better not 

come out against the defense establishment a second time” (Mofaz 2006, 28–29). In her 

testimony, Foreign Affairs Minister Livni spoke of her feeling being marginalized during 

early meetings of the Forum of Seven, especially as her reservations about the escalation 

and prolonging of the conflict became apparent. Describing the atmosphere during a 

subsequent July 14 meeting, in which the Forum made the critical decision to attack 
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Hezbollah’s headquarters in Dahia (a southern neighborhood of Beirut), she said: “During 

the meeting, I begin to sense that I am receiving less attention, because as I began to speak 

the Prime Minister was discussing something with the Chief of Staff […] and I said, ‘I’m 

not done, I ask that you listen to me’” (Livni 2007, 9). After she voted against the military’s 

proposed attack on Dahia, Olmert told her “you made a mistake…”  (Livni 2007, 15).10 

The Minister of Public Security, Avi Dichter, who voted with Livni against the strike on 

Dahia, described the expectation that, as a recently retired head of Shabak, he would vote 

in favor of the attack: “To me this meeting was very difficult, because everyone aired…I 

know these situations, and I know exactly how these [military] people feel when they 

suddenly realize that some members of the political leadership are not [enthusiastically 

supporting military operations]. All the more so in my case, as someone who was perceived 

by them as not having had a chance yet to become tainted [by civilian life], it was certainly 

not popular to oppose that strike in that meeting” (Dichter 2006, 19).  

A second important factor explaining the lack of debate was ministers’ ambiguity about 

the situation, which was actively encouraged by Olmert and Halutz. Ministers knew they 

lacked important information and thus did not have sufficient confidence in making policy 

recommendations. Transportation Minister Mofaz, for example, had served as IDF Chief 

of Staff during Israel’s withdrawal from Lebanon and the subsequent October 2000 

kidnapping of Israeli troops, as well as Defense Minister during the November 2005 failed 

Hezbollah kidnapping operation. Nonetheless, he argued that he did not feel equipped and 

                                                
10 Livni herself interpreted this remark as an early indication of tension between the two, which was later 
aggravated by disagreements over the deployment of international peacekeeping forces to southern Lebanon 
and Livni’s own sense that she was being marginalized in decision-making discussions. 
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well-informed enough to weigh in: “I didn’t have the whole picture. Can you [recommend] 

using ground operations in this case and aerial operations in another without having all the 

data and being a full participant in the decision? […] I think that a certain reality was 

created, which was reinforced by the Prime Minister and some of the ministers, in which 

we approved everything the military recommended” (Mofaz 2006, 37–38). Minister Eitan 

Cabel lamented that, “In retrospect, I didn’t receive all the necessary information in the 

first government meeting or the opportunity to get answers. […] All we were told was 

‘Gentlemen, we have to end the meeting quickly and approve the plans. […] Months later, 

when I learned of the recommendations that Meir Dagan and Amos Gilad had presented—

not to embark immediately on an operation—I wanted to wring somebody’s neck. These 

views were not presented to us. Had they been, the government might not have voted 

unanimously for the operation” (Harel and Isacharoff 2008, 85–86). 

The strategic nature of the ambiguity is suggested by the active way in which Olmert 

and Halutz declined to provide operation details—as when Halutz dismissed Peres’s 

question regarding next steps—as well as the fact that Olmert and Halutz did not correct, 

and sometimes actively misled, participants who expressed a misunderstanding of the 

scope of the operation. Because of policy entrepreneurs’ reluctance to discuss details, 

participants at decision-making forums came away with quite different understandings of 

what had being proposed and agreed. Peres, for example, believed that the intervention 

would last no more than three or four days: “It didn’t occur to me that it would last as long 

as it did” (Winograd Commission 2007, 78). Dichter described a general sense that “we 

were embarking on an operation that would last several days” (Winograd Commission 
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2007, 79). During the Forum of Seven meeting the night of July 12, Livni, who did not 

support a significant escalation but supported a “strong” response, asked how long the 

fighting is expected to last. Halutz reassured her that military operations would be 

concluded the following day.11 In earlier discussions with the General Staff, however, 

Halutz had estimated that the fighting could last weeks or even months (Winograd 

Commission 2007, 74). Olmert and Peretz espoused Halutz’s assessment that the fighting 

would likely go on for longer than a week, though neither shared their beliefs with Livni 

or with other members of the Forum of Seven. The strategic use of ambiguity enabled 

Olmert to offer a plan that was everything for everyone and thus did not trigger alarm bells.  

Beyond their desire to ensure smooth passage of their intervention plan, Olmert and 

Halutz were also motivated in using strategic ambiguity by a factor particular to Israel’s 

government structure: the fear of leaks. Due to a rampant culture of leaks to the media, 

these leaders did not feel they could share their opinions openly and fully (Olmert 2007, 

42; Peres 2006, 3). The leaking of sensitive information from government meetings has 

frequently been used by Israeli politicians as a way of undermining policies and political 

enemies without bearing the repercussions. During the 2006 war, even decisions made by 

the relatively exclusive Forum of Seven were leaked to the Israeli media (Dichter 2006, 

32). Hence, rather than encourage open debate, the multiparty composition of the Israeli 

government may have actually hindered a thorough and candid consideration of goals and 

alternatives.  

                                                
11 Shelah and Limor (2007) add that Olmert, too, reassured Livni that the fighting would end that night  
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The only forum in which options were at least discussed, if not truly debated, was 

meetings of the military and security establishments. It was ill-equipped to function as a 

decision-making forum, however. Its hierarchical structure ensured that Halutz would have 

the final say in the military’s interaction with the civilian leadership.12 Furthermore, the 

military did not have the authority to consider diplomatic alternatives, such as Peres’s 

Option 4.  

 

5.4.2 Rally Round the Flag 

One of the curious and unexpected aspects of Israel’s initiation of war in Lebanon was 

that public and media responses were more consistent with conditions of fundamental 

uncertainty than ambiguity, even as the first day of the fighting saw a fairly small number 

of casualties. As the government was convening to discuss the Prime Minister’s plans, 

Israeli media outlets had already begun rallying. On Israeli Channel 1 that evening, anchor 

Haim Yavin described Israel as already being “in the midst of war. What the Government, 

which is now in session, has to decide is the scope and objectives of the war. The first 

objective, of course, is the return of the kidnapped soldiers; but not only that” (Dor et al. 

2008, 4). Meanwhile, Channel 2 headed its prime time news broadcast by quoting unnamed 

ministers calling for a declaration of war, including “the occupation of southern Lebanon” 

(Dor et al. 2008, 32). In the next morning’s leading newspapers, large-font headlines 

simply stated “war,” while editorials called on Olmert to respond with Churchillian force 

                                                
12 Halutz later acknowledged that he failed to utilize and adequately consider the positions voiced by his 
General Staff. In his testimony, he admitted erring by not endorsing proposals to initiate reserve mobilization 
(Halutz 2007, 49).   
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(Dor et al. 2008, 74–75). The choice of melodramatic captions by Israel’s large dailies was 

telling as well: “War in Lebanon: One Disaster after Another” (in Yediot Ahronot) and “A 

Declaration of War: The Nightmare has Returned” (in Ma’ariv). Early warning signs of 

the government’s lack of planning, such as the exchange between Peres and Halutz at the 

previous night’s ministerial meeting, which had been leaked, were marginalized and 

received little coverage. By the third day of the fighting, the editors at Yediot Ahronot 

defined the war’s objective as Hezbollah’s military defeat, running a large headline that 

stated simply: “The Objective: Nasrallah.” At Ma’ariv, editor Ben Caspit wrote:  

 

“Blood, sweat and tears, with the emphasis on blood. Here, there and everywhere, with 

the emphasis on there. That’s what’s waiting for us in the days ahead. […] Because 

Messrs. Ahmadinejad, Nasrallah and Mashal are as dangerous as Hitler, perhaps more. 

Fortunately, this time, we’re on the side that’s launching the blitz, not the side that’s 

absorbing it. Hezbollah must come out of it beaten, bruised, crawling, bleeding, and 

howling. Hezbollah must never approach the border fence again. Its rocket stockpile 

must be wiped out; this threat must be wiped out. Nasrallah must die (Dor et al. 2008, 

38).  

 

Similarly, some journalists later reported a newsroom atmosphere intolerant of skepticism 

and criticism. At a late stage of the war, when Yediot Ahronot columnist Yael Gvirtz 

warned in a column against plans to launch a ground invasion, she was first suspended and 

then fired by her editor. Following the war, a letter from Ma’ariv’s editor to his staff took 
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pride in being “the most patriotic of the three largest dailies,” including “supporting the 

military, standing side-by-side with the state, and preventing any criticism so long as the 

fighting was taking place” (Dor et al. 2008, 5).  

In short, the Israeli media did not simply join the public’s rally-round-the-flag but 

seemed to play a leading role in shaping it. And indeed, whether in response to the media’s 

lead or in conjunction with it, the Israeli public rallied. A survey published on July 18—

five days into the fighting—found that 86% of Israelis believed the war was justified (Ben 

Meir 2007).  

For all its strong support for the military and the government, the media’s patriotic 

approach quickly turned out to be detrimental to both. It ran far ahead of Olmert and Halutz, 

highlighting the most bombastic statements, usually made by anonymous senior officials, 

while downplaying more sober statements. The very strategic ambiguity that helped policy 

entrepreneurs approve an intervention that was all things to all people left a vacuum that 

was quickly filled by the news media. Reflecting a mix of sincere crisis reaction and 

business incentives, the news media gave its own interpretation of the war’s objectives. 

This in turn made it difficult for the policy entrepreneurs to tamp down expectations. 

Instead, they were forced to play along, perpetuating a dysfunctional cycle in which goals 

were first defined by the news media and then became official policy, only to be eagerly 

embraced again by the news media.  

It is doubtful whether senior Israeli decision-makers wanted expectations to be so 

inflated, yet they did little to damper them. Just hours after the attack, at the conclusion of 
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the preliminary meeting of the defense establishment forum in Tel Aviv, Israeli media 

reported that Halutz had promised to “send Lebanon 20 years back” at the meeting (No 

Author 2006). Olmert promised throughout the war, including in his nationally televised 

address on July 17, that any ceasefire was conditional on the return of the kidnapped 

soldiers (Olmert 2006a), an outcome many believed was unrealistic. In his subsequent 

testimony, he conceded making the promise because “there are things you say because you 

need to say them. […] There are complex and multilayered processes here: you have a 

diplomatic battle, a propaganda battle, there is the Israeli public’s morale—they are in 

shelters, under fire. There are kidnapped soldiers. I need to give them hope—that is also a 

consideration” (Olmert 2006b, 47-48).   

 

5.4.3 The Feedback Loop Closes 

A few days into the fighting, matters appeared to be going Israel’s way. Aerial strikes 

on July 13 against Hezbollah’s medium-range Fajr rockets, hidden throughout southern 

Lebanon, destroyed and disabled perhaps as many as half (Harel and Isacharoff 2008, 91). 

Despite massive Hezbollah shelling, Israeli civilian casualties remained in the single digits. 

Contrary to the fears of some Israeli leaders, the Israeli public proved resilient under attack, 

as indicated by early public polls (Ben Meir 2007). The number of Lebanese civilians killed 

was also relatively low given the extent of Israel’s bombing, at about 30 people killed after 

two days of fighting.    
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To Olmert’s relief, during those initial days many in Lebanon viewed Hezbollah and 

its leader Nasrallah as responsible for the violence. Members of the Lebanese government 

and leading opposition politicians voiced their unhappiness with Hezbollah’s July 12 

attack. The official Lebanese government statement the day of the kidnapping, though 

stopping short of condemning the Hezbollah operation, also made clear it did not endorse 

it. Interim Interior Minister Ahmad Fatfat complained that the attack took place in the midst 

of Lebanon’s tourist season, and that Lebanon’s interests were being undermined by pro-

Syrian and pro-Western forces (BBC Monitoring Middle East 2006). Samir Geagea, leader 

of the Christian Lebanese Forces party, said that despite his support for Hezbollah’s 

struggle to secure the release of Lebanese prisoners held by Israel, the responsibility for 

such decisions must rest at the hands of Lebanon’s elected government (BBC Monitoring 

Middle East 2006). Former Lebanese president Amine Gemayel had harsher words for 

Hezbollah, condemning it for holding the Lebanese people hostage while their government 

stood “powerless” (BBC Monitoring Middle East 2006). An official statement issued by 

the pro-Western March 14 group condemned Israel’s “criminal actions” but in a clear 

reference to Nasrallah questioned whether “the lives, security, and stability of the Lebanese 

[should] be endangered just as simple as that and based on an individual decision” (BBC 

Monitoring Middle East 2006).  

Nasrallah himself seemed to be caught unprepared by Israel’s response. After issuing 

a defiant message on July 12, which conveyed confidence in his ability to contain the 

conflict, his tone unmistakably shifted in his subsequent July 16 statement. In this low 

quality, pre-recorded speech (unlike the first, which was a live televised press conference), 
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Nasrallah began by first describing Hezbollah’s caution and patience in carrying out the 

kidnapping attack and in containing its subsequent response. Yet Israel’s attacks on 

civilians, the “persistence of the Zionists to exceed [Hezbollah’s] limits,” and the 

“stupidity” of Israel’s leaders, he argued, were forcing Hezbollah to escalate its attacks as 

well. “Where are you, Arab and Islamic peoples?” he concluded his speech (Nasralla 

2006). Hezbollah’s Deputy Chief of Political Affairs, Mahmoud Kotami, conceded two 

weeks into the war that, “the truth is […] we didn’t even expect (this) response…that Israel 

would exploit this operation for this big war against us” (Faramarzi 2006). After the war, 

Nasrallah acknowledged that, “we did not think, even one percent, that the capture would 

lead to a war at this time and of this magnitude. You ask me, if I had known on July 11, 

that the operation would lead to such a war, would I do it? I say no, absolutely not” (Karam 

2006). 

From Israel’s strategic standpoint, then, only days into the operation, it had achieved 

two of its key objectives: diminishing Hezbollah’s rocket arsenal and changing the 

deterrent balance. Israeli leaders were able to identify clear signs that Hezbollah and the 

Lebanese government learned a lesson. Siniora’s government was ready to consider taking 

military control of the country’s south. International public opinion was still favorable to 

Israel. And these objectives were achieved without a risky ground operation and at a 

minimal cost to Israel.  

This could have been an opportune time to negotiate a ceasefire agreement, one that 

would enforce UNSC Resolution 1559. Already on the second day of the fighting, the 

Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs had developed a concept paper for a diplomatic end to 
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the fighting (Harel and Isacharoff 2008, 93–95). Yet, goaded on by the public’s rally and 

by their success, Olmert, Halutz, and Peretz continued to expand the scope of the operation, 

perhaps to meet the public’s inflated expectations. Each expansion entailed new risks and 

uncertainties that only days earlier these leaders viewed as too high, but now accepted with 

little debate. Certitude took over. On July 14-15, Israeli planes expanded their attacks on 

civilian roads and began bombarding the densely populated Beirut neighborhood of Dahia, 

a Hezbollah stronghold and the site of its headquarters. When Hezbollah responded with a 

successful missile attack on an Israeli navy vessel, and the first-ever shelling of Israel’s 

port city of Haifa, the Israeli air force expanded its attacks still further, levying an 

increasingly large toll on Lebanese civilians. Hezbollah in return continued escalating its 

own attacks, shelling Israeli communities further and further south, including Beit She’an 

(40 miles from the Lebanon-Israel border) and Hadera (48 miles from the border).  

By the second week of the war, an exit option seemed increasingly remote. Several 

Israeli attacks resulted in significant Lebanese loss of life. Images of destruction broadcast 

around the world increased international criticism of Israel, and reined in domestic 

Lebanese criticism of Hezbollah. Small ground operations by Israeli Special Forces and 

infantry along the Lebanese side of the border resulted in what Israelis considered a 

humiliatingly high number of casualties, and exposed a lack of coordination and a discord 

within the upper echelons of the Israeli military. Hezbollah’s steadfastness and the 

continued barrage of its rockets on Israeli communities became a source of embarrassment 

for Olmert and began raising public doubts in his leadership.  
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For weeks, the war continued with reciprocal strikes that achieved little beyond raising 

the death toll. Attempts at a diplomatic solution were scuttled when, on July 30, an errant 

Israeli missile killed more than 60 civilians in the village of Qana—the site of a previous 

deadly Israel attack that killed over a 100 civilians in 1996. When diplomatic efforts 

resumed the following week, European support for Israel’s demands had atrophied. In a 

last ditch effort to force Hezbollah’s hand, and with the diplomatic clock running out, 

Olmert ordered a large-scale ground invasion of Lebanon, but it too accomplished little 

except providing Hezbollah with additional opportunities to strike at poorly coordinated 

Israeli military units. An end to the fighting was finally forced by the UN Security Council, 

which passed Resolution 1701 on August 12. Israel withdrew its forces and Lebanon, and 

a cease fire took effect on August 14.  

 

5.5 Discussion 

5.5.1 The Uncertainty Aversion Framework 

Israel’s decision to intervene in Lebanon in July 2006 presents interesting consistencies 

and inconsistencies with the uncertainty aversion framework. The most important 

inconsistency is of course the expected outcome. Whereas the uncertainty aversion 

framework anticipates that high ambiguity situations would result in maintenance of the 

status quo, Israel chose intervention policy change. Absent a serious crisis, this ambiguity 

should have delayed or thwarted a change in Israel’s intervention policy in Lebanon. Both 
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predictable and limited in its scope, the July kidnapping should not have represented a 

serious crisis. Why, then, did the attack trigger an escalated intervention policy? 

As this chapter demonstrates, the causes for this departure are themselves rooted in 

experienced uncertainty, combined with features particular to Israel that highlight the 

importance of second-level variables. First, as a structural precondition it is important to 

recognize that, in Israel, fundamental uncertainty is never very far from the surface. With 

the state’s historical roots in the Holocaust, narrow borders, and adversaries openly 

committed to its destruction, existential fears have long pervaded Israeli society. 

Consequently, almost any significant hostile action against Israel can be credibly framed 

in existential terms and turned into a crisis of foreign policy conventions. As others have 

observed, Israel’s “well-known tendency toward mass hysteria” had considerable influence 

on Israeli perceptions and their reaction to the Hezbollah attack (Harel and Isacharoff 2008, 

viii). Hezbollah’s operation also came on the heels of Hamas’s successful kidnapping of 

Israeli solider Gilad Shalit near Gaza in June. To some, both attacks served a testament to 

Israel’s deteriorating regional deterrence, with implications going well beyond these 

localized conflicts. With Iran’s star rising in the region, some argued that these deterrence 

failures with Iran’s two local subsidiaries exposed Israel to an existential threat. Therefore, 

whereas the threshold for fundamental uncertainty is usually quite high, it is uniquely lower 

in Israel’s case.  

Second, two of the most central decision-makers, Olmert and IDF Chief of Staff Halutz, 

operated as policy entrepreneurs. Prior to July 2006, both believed that a successful 

Hezbollah kidnapping of Israeli soldiers was only a matter of time, and that such an attack 
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would afford Israel an opportunity to change the deterrence equation vis-à-vis Hezbollah. 

Ordinarily, and especially in democracies, the uncertainty aversion framework predicts that 

even an entrepreneurial leader would face significant hurdles to policy change, in the form 

of internal government disagreements and policy debates. Yet with Israel’s low threshold 

for fundamental uncertainty, the presence of entrepreneurial leaders renders policy change 

more likely, because they are easily able to avoid debate and advance their agendas by 

rallying those who view the situation in existential terms.  

Third, a combination of policy entrepreneurship, the relative inexperience of key Israeli 

leaders, lack of governmental cohesion, and their uncertainty about second-order effects 

led Olmert and Halutz to pursue an escalatory policy that was at once ambitious and quite 

under-developed. They were able to maintain strategic ambiguity internally about the scope 

and goals of the operation, which made it easier for them to depart from past policies 

without activating the mechanisms that ordinarily would have hampered them. Many of 

the ministers approved an intervention without realizing they approved one, believing 

instead that a “strong response” meant a limited escalation within the scope of the 

preceding intervention.  

Olmert and Halutz’s ability to maintain strategic ambiguity can be attributed to two 

features that are likely somewhat unique to Israel. First, as mentioned above, the crisis 

created fundamental uncertainty among some decision-makers and the wider public, in 

large part due to Israel’s historical and cultural legacies, and its endemic sense of 

vulnerability. This group was susceptible to assertive and risky action and impatient with 

careful debate. Second, as a result of Israeli coalition and bureaucratic dynamics, decision-
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makers either did not anticipate serious debate or were otherwise pressured to avoid it. 

Some of these factors could possibly be incorporated into a more elaborate model than the 

one presented in this project, although it is unclear how generalizable and useful such a 

model would be. Still, it is important to recognize that even Israel’s departure from the 

uncertainty aversion framework is anchored in the anticipated effects of experienced 

uncertainty, interacting with local conditions.  

Beyond the way the decision was made, experienced uncertainty also helps explain the 

shape of Israel’s intervention, especially Olmert and Halutz’s lack of strategy and 

incremental approach. As discussed in Section 5.4, both leaders recognized that their ability 

to sustain the intervention would greatly depend on irreducibly uncertain factors such as 

what it would take to achieve their goals, the Israeli public’s endurance while facing 

Hezbollah rockets, the reaction of the Lebanese people, the possibility of significant 

Lebanese civilian casualties, and how patient the United States would be before demanding 

an end to the hostilities. They likely also felt pressured to act immediately, before the 

momentum for intervention was lost. As Halutz told Peres at the ministerial meeting the 

night of July 12, uncertainty about what would happen after the first round of fighting 

justified, to his mind, the lack of strategy. In the presence of significant ambiguity about 

second-order effects, rather than debate and risk squandering the opportunity, Olmert and 

Halutz’s solution to experienced uncertainty was to act immediately but hedge their bets. 

They had clear plans only for the first retaliatory wave—aggressive aerial attacks on 

Hezbollah assets and bridges in southern Lebanon, as well as limited strikes against 

symbols of Lebanese sovereignty near Beirut. Subsequent action was left undefined, to be 
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improvised from one cycle of retaliation and counter-retaliation to another based on 

Hezbollah’s reactions, as well as those of Israeli and Lebanese public opinion. They thus 

made few plans for managing the conflict, for mobilizing reserve ground forces, and for 

protecting the Israeli home front against a sustained campaign of Hezbollah rockets.  

The absence of substantive debate by the government made Halutz’s influence all the 

more important. The cabinet consisted of leaders who had been in his position before, men 

who had led large-scale operations, including in Lebanon. Had they engaged in a 

meaningful debate, they could have identified gaps in the plan and potentially derailed it. 

Their silence gave him a relatively free rein to pursue the plan that he and Olmert preferred. 

Halutz’s superior military experience, as compared to that of both Olmert and Defense 

Minister Peretz, may help explain the gradual shift in both leaders’ position on attacking 

Lebanese civilian infrastructure over the course of July 12. At 12:45 PM, in his 

conversation with Halutz shortly after Hezbollah’s attack, Peretz expressed reservations 

about Halutz’ proposal to bomb the Beirut International Airport, claiming that “if possible, 

it would make more sense to target the [rocket launchers] than the airport” (Winograd 

Commission 2007, 69). At the security assessment meeting later that afternoon (2:30 PM), 

he ruled out the Chief of Staff’s plan to attack Lebanese power plants. Olmert spoke out 

against the plan during that evening’s military assessment. Yet merely hours later, both 

leaders approved—if unenthusiastically—attacks against the airport and power plants in 

southern Lebanon.  

Had Olmert or defense minister Peretz been more experienced in military affairs, and 

had Chief of Staff Halutz, as a former Israeli Air Force commander, been better acquainted 
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with the challenges of launching large-scale ground operations, perhaps they would have 

been more properly uncertain and better prepared for contingencies. Too confident to know 

what they did not know, and too anxious to debate what they knew they did not know, they 

committed serious errors that resulted in a far longer and more costly intervention than 

necessary. 

Hezbollah’s attack shifted the balance within the Israeli cabinet and among the public, 

as former persuadables joined Olmert and Halutz. Yet because these new entrepreneurs 

were fundamentally uncertain and perceived the situation in existential terms, there was a 

crucial misalignment in both groups’ motivations. New entrepreneurs believed that 

anything short of a swift and merciless retaliation would only deepen Israel’s vulnerability 

and uncertainty. They had little patience for debate because of the urgency they perceived 

in the situation, as well as the certitude with which they approached the policy question. 

Olmert and Halutz, by contrast, viewed the situation less in terms of its potential for 

catastrophic regional results, and more in terms of positive opportunities to change the 

balance of power with Hezbollah. Their motivation for limited debate was the fear of losing 

the support of new entrepreneurs and, subsequently, the opportunity to implement their 

preferred intervention policy. As neither group wanted a serious debate, each motivated by 

a different source of uncertainty, it never took place.  

In the immediate term, the government’s approval on July 12 of a “strong” response 

represented a significant victory for Olmert and Halutz. Yet soon their hedging approach 

revealed its innate limitations, and the lack of serious debate caused both leaders to struggle 

to reconcile their more modest objectives with those of the new policy entrepreneurs, 
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opening an ever-widening gap between reality and expectations. Olmert and Halutz found 

themselves continuously goaded by new policy entrepreneurs to proclaim ever more 

ambitious goals and take riskier and more aggressive measures. When they had an early 

opportunity to end the fighting with significant gains, they failed to do so. As a result, an 

operation that could have been a strategic coup in just a few days dragged on for over a 

month, levied a heavy toll, and undercut some of Israel’s early achievements.       

As the experienced uncertainty framework expects, a third group—the skeptics and 

critics—was silenced by crisis dynamics, as well as features unique to Israel’s government 

structure. This group viewed policy change as offering only moderate opportunities, while 

bringing with it significant risks and uncertainties. They therefore favored a response more 

consistent with Israel’s traditional containment policy. Led by Deputy Prime Minister 

Shimon Peres and Foreign Affairs Minister Tzipi Livni, this group was sidelined by policy 

entrepreneurs and pressured to withhold its reservations. As a result, all three groups—the 

policy entrepreneurs, the persuadables, and the policy conservatives—unanimously 

approved an ambiguous decision that, had it been made explicit, few of them would have 

supported. The lack of debate also meant that basic steps to strengthen civilian defense and 

mobilize reserve units were not taken early enough, undermining Israeli preparedness and 

military performance later in the war.  

These failures resulted in the unusual situation in which Israel achieved its core 

strategic objectives but, to most observers, lost the war. The war indeed strengthened Israeli 

deterrence vis-à-vis Hezbollah, which was surprised by Israel’s strong response to the 

kidnapping. For nearly a decade afterwards, until January 2015, Hezbollah did not launch 
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another attack on the border, even in the face of dozens of Israeli attacks. When Hezbollah 

did attack Israeli targets, it sought to do so with clear restraint or with the cover of 

deniability—as in the case of the 2012 bombing of an Israeli tour bus in Bulgaria. In short, 

it has done everything in its power to avoid a full-blown Israeli retaliation on Lebanese 

territory. Still, by setting unrealistic expectations for destroying Hezbollah, Olmert lost the 

war of perceptions.  

 

5.5.2 Alternative Explanations 

Whereas the standard rationalist approach fared poorly in explaining decision-making 

choices and dynamics with respect to both Iraq and Iran, it does better in this instance. As 

the central decision-maker, Olmert operated as if in a risk environment, undertaking an 

intervention he fully believed would result in strategic gains. On that score, both Olmert 

and the standard rationalist approach appear successful in hindsight. Furthermore, Olmert 

displayed something akin to a rational updating approach, learning from past incidents 

involving Hezbollah to gradually arrive at the conclusion that containment was failing. 

Finally, based on Nasrallah’s own statements, had he been aware of Israel’s determination 

to escalate the conflict, he would not have carried out the kidnapping operation—at least 

not how and when it took place. This suggests the importance of private information as a 

cause for the war.  

At the same time, it seems likely that the war also would not have been initiated, or 

would not have assumed its peculiar contours, had it not been for experienced uncertainty. 

Had fundamental uncertainty not been an underlying factor for a large number of Israelis, 
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including some government ministers, it would have been difficult for Olmert to rally 

sufficient support for a major new intervention. Had Olmert and Halutz not deployed 

strategic ambiguity internally, other ministers would have been better able to identify the 

gaps in the plans, rather than being paralyzed by what they did not know. Had Olmert and 

Halutz not realized their level of ambiguity, the would likely have contemplated fighting 

beyond the first round of fighting and prepared for possible eventualities, such as sustained 

defense of the home front and mobilization of reserve units. On balance, then, the standard 

rationalist approach provides a plausible but incomplete explanation of Israel’s 

intervention in Lebanon. By addressing important questions left ignored by the standard 

rationalist approach, the uncertainty aversion framework helps render this explanation 

more persuasive.  

Both the negative and positive effects hypotheses fail more visibly. Ambiguity did not 

deter Olmert and Halutz from acting, as the negative effects hypothesis anticipates. It 

instead led them to decide and then act without a clear strategy. And while worst-case 

assumptions prevailed among a few government ministers, the positive effects hypothesis 

does not accurately capture Olmert and Halutz’s views, which focused on strategic 

opportunities and less so on threats.  

 

5.6 Conclusion 

The 2006 war between Israel and Hezbollah provides an illuminating case study in the 

ways in which uncertainty can shape military intervention decisions. It does not lend itself 

to the experienced uncertainty framework quite as straightforwardly as the cases reviewed 
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in Chapters 3 and 4. Still, the fact that Olmert, as the key decision-maker, acted as a policy 

entrepreneur adds insight into important dimensions of this framework. It enables us to 

explore how experienced uncertainty may shape military intervention choices when the 

leader is committed to a certain policy outcome. So what have we learned?  

First, we have seen how entrepreneurial leaders may use their information advantage 

to increase support for their policy outcome, even when that outcome is poorly defined. 

Olmert and Halutz were able to secure government blanket approval for an escalatory 

intervention policy, even though its meaning was misunderstood by most ministers. They 

did so by using strategic ambiguity internally, allowing each minister to see in the decision 

what he or she wished to see in it. This strategy succeeded in part by exploiting the sense 

of urgent crisis—even existential fears—that was shared by some Israeli government 

ministers and a wide swath of the Israeli public.  

Second, with the exception of Olmert’s discussions with U.S. secretary of state Rice 

hours after Hezbollah’s first attack, the entrepreneurial roles of Olmert and Halutz favored 

speed over meticulous preparations, and so key uncertainties were never confronted. 

Instead, both leaders settled on a policy that was at once strategically highly ambitious and 

tactically very restrained. Ambiguity led them to hedge from one escalatory phase to the 

next, but their inability to control public expectations prevented them from identifying and 

stopping at the optimal juncture. Thus an intervention that should have lasted just a few 

days dragged out for over a month, and ultimately cost both men their jobs.  
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Third, it would be hard to deny the interaction between the policy outcome, ambiguity, 

and the relative lack of military experience of Olmert and Peretz (as well as Halutz’s 

limited experience with ground operations). Their behavior seems consistent with 

Hypothesis 4, which contends that individuals with domain experience are more likely to 

appreciate the ambiguities in the situation. The Israeli leadership’s inability to appreciate 

just how much it did not know, and to ask the right questions of themselves and of others, 

was palpable in early deliberations and throughout the war. When early fighting appeared 

to prove their strategic concept, this inexperience was compounded by hubris, making them 

even less receptive to nuance, just at the moment when an indisputable victory was near at 

hand. On the other end of the spectrum, disagreements within the military’s leadership and 

Peres’s perceptions and conduct—as someone who had launched a large-scale intervention 

in Lebanon in 1996—suggests that greater domain experience indeed increased 

appreciation for ambiguities and reluctance to undertake policy change, at least in the short 

term.  

Deliberations among Israeli decision-makers on the eve of the 2006 war between Israel 

and Hezbollah offer new and promising avenues for exploration in the study of 

international decision making. The Winograd Commission’s work has furnished scholars 

with invaluable insight into the oft-elusive and dynamic world of state leaders, which has 

rarely been exposed in so much detail.  The Israeli government clearly bears distinguishing 

marks that make it unique in relation to most other states. The heightened sense of 

fundamental uncertainty in crisis situations, the multiparty composition of the government, 

and the ubiquity of leaks are all products of Israel’s particular circumstances, structures, 
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and norms. But the broader implications of the Israeli case to the study of experienced 

uncertainty in decision-making are nonetheless valid and significant.  



 

289 
 

Appendix: Names and Titles of Key Israeli Actors in July 2006 

Table 5-1: Key Members of the Israeli Government 

Name Position on July 12th, 2006 Party 
   
Ehud Olmert Prime Minister* Kadima 
Amir Peretz Defense Minister* Labour 
Tzipi Livni Minister of Foreign Affairs* Kadima 
Avi Dichter Minister of Internal Security; former head of Shabak* Kadima 
Shimon Peres Deputy Prime Minister; former Prime Minister and 

Defense Minister* 
Kadima 

Shaul Mofaz Minister of Transportation; former Defense Minister 
and IDF Chief of Staff* 

Kadima 

Eli Yishai Minister of Industry, Trade, and Labor* Shas 
Gideon Ezra Minister of Environmental Protection; former deputy 

head of Shabak 
Kadima 

Haim Ramon Minister of Justice Kadima 
Ophir Pines-Paz Minister of Science, Culture, and Sports Labour 
Isaac Herzog Minister of Tourism Labour 
Benjamin Ben-Eliezer Minister of National Infrastructures; former Defense 

Minister 
Labour 

Eitan Cabel Minister without a Portfolio Labour 
* Member of the Forum of Seven 

 

Table 5-2: Key Members of the Israeli Military and Security Services 

Name Position on July 12th, 2006 
Lt. General Dan Halutz IDF Chief of Staff 
Maj. General Gadi Eisenkot IDF Head of Operations Directorate 
Maj. General Benny Gantz Commander of the IDF Army 

Headquarters 
Maj. General Amos Yedlin Head of Military Intelligence  
Maj. General (ret.) Amos Gilad Director of Policy and Political-Military 

Affairs at the Department of Defense 
Meir Dagan Director of the Mossad 
Yuval Diskin Director of the Israel Security Agency 

(Shabak) 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 
 

This dissertation began by posing a simple question: does leaders’ level of experienced 

uncertainty shape their support for military intervention directly and systematically? In the 

subsequent discussion and analysis, I showed that there are good theoretical and empirical 

reasons to answer this question in the affirmative. Knowing the level and type of 

experienced uncertainty that states and their leaders face provides useful clues for 

anticipating their future decisions, as well as for understanding their past decisions. The 

uncertainty aversion framework—on its mechanisms, hypotheses, and empirical 

implications—tracks well with the observed preferences and choices of leaders and senior 

decision-makers. It does so both in terms of macro-level state behavior and micro-level 

dynamics and decision-maker preferences.  

Chapter 3 found that experienced certainty shaped U.S. throughout the period from 

1991 to 2003, and most acutely after the 9/11 attacks. With the rise in ambiguity about 

Iraqi intentions and WMD capabilities after 1998, the Clinton and then the incoming Bush 

administrations became more hesitant to expand use of direct force in Iraq, as they lacked 

strong intelligence on targets and faced growing debate about the right course of action. 

Their inclination was to rely primarily on intensified diplomatic and sanctions pressure. 

After 9/11, as high levels of fundamental uncertainty encouraged the formation of new 

foreign policy conventions, Iraq quickly became a focal point for U.S. decision-makers in 

no small part because of Hussein’s strategic use of ambiguity. As policy entrepreneurs 

inside the administration began to mobilize and refine their narrative, they were soon joined 
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by others, most prominently Vice President Cheney and finally President Bush, for whom 

the 9/11 represented a watershed and deeply uncertain moment. The puzzling dearth of 

internal debate throughout the pre-war period, the immediate public rally, the certitude of 

the emerging narrative about Iraq, and the self-silencing of dissent—all have clear links to 

experienced uncertainty, and all follow the mechanism anticipated by the uncertainty 

aversion framework. Furthermore, changes in decision-maker support for intervention after 

9/11 roughly correlate with expressed levels of experienced uncertainty.  

By contrast, Chapter 4 illustrated primarily the sustained paralyzing effects that 

experienced uncertainty can have when levels of ambiguity are high and levels of 

fundamental uncertainty are low for most actors. From 1989 to 2013, under four different 

American presidents, ambiguity about Iranian intentions and the consequences of an attack 

repeatedly and consistently favored the status quo U.S. intervention policy toward Iran. 

High levels of ambiguity prevented military intervention in key flashpoints, such as after 

the 1996 Khobar Towers attacks and after Ahmadinejad was elected president. Yet equally 

important, they prevented consolidation and sustained attention to contingency planning 

during much of the period. Moreover, high levels of ambiguity seemed to also curtail 

efforts at serious diplomatic negotiations until late 2012, despite repeated offers by both 

sides. While Israeli leaders appeared to view preventive military action against Iran more 

favorably, they too were deterred from intervening by uncertainty about U.S. intentions, 

which in turn extended Israeli time horizons, and by internal disagreements enabled by the 

unknowable probabilities of the consequences of an attack. By contrast, Israel faced little 

ambiguity about Syria’s nuclear program and subsequently chose to intervene militarily. 
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The Bush administration, seemingly paralyzed by uncertainty in the aftermath of the Iraq 

experience, chose to stand by.  

Chapter 5 delved deeper into decision-making dynamics in the context of the Israeli 

intervention in Lebanon in 2006. Although the intervention is not expected by the 

uncertainty aversion framework, upon closer examination it becomes clear that 

experienced uncertainty functioned as anticipated but interacted with unique local factors 

to produce a non-modal outcome. Prime Minister Olmert and IDF Chief of Staff Halutz 

successfully used ambiguity internally to limit debate, and collaborated with those who 

experienced Hezbollah’s attack in the broader context as a severe deterrent crisis. The 

conditions that facilitated this internal use of strategic ambiguity, and the experience of 

fundamental uncertainty among some, are fairly unique to Israel. Experienced uncertainty 

also shaped Olmert and Halutz’s hedging approach to the fighting—encapsulated by 

Halutz’s dismissal of strategic planning during the July 12 ministerial meeting—and 

prevented the emergence of a clear strategy. The lack of strategy and ambiguity over 

Israel’s goals let those recently mobilized and the Israeli media define the goals of the 

intervention, inflating expectations and leading Olmert and Halutz to miss key 

opportunities to end the fighting victorious. The puzzling result was a war that, as the 

Winograd Commission concluded, no one truly wanted.  

Taken together, this dissertation posits that the solution to the uncertainty problem—

that nagging indeterminacy of standard rationalist explanations of military intervention—

is contained in uncertainty itself. By shedding the rationalist tendency to view uncertainty 

as a kind of flavorless fog and recognizing that it can be, in fact, quite powerful, choices 
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with respect to military intervention become more understandable and predictable. As 

emphasizes earlier, much of this basic insight can be easily integrated into existing 

rationalist models, although other parts may require modifying key assumptions. 

One of the most important findings of this study are the perils of debate and lack 

thereof. When the situation seems to lack urgency, debate can easily become a cover for 

hesitancy, political maneuvering, indecisiveness, and even cowardice. Yet the same is true 

when the urgency of the situation is used to justify the lack of debate. Ironically, the 

uncertainty aversion framework suggests that both are likely just when the opposite is most 

needed. In ordinary times, relative certainty in continuity can be like a slowly heating pot 

of water, at first comfortable and reassuring but at some point, almost furtively, 

dangerously hot. Leaders must know when to rise above the pressures to dither and take 

bold action in the face of ambiguity. Yet by the same token, when facing a crisis, the 

opposite tendency should prevail. In those moments, the bold leader is the one who 

encourages debate and carefully weighs the costs and benefits, uncertain as they may be, 

rather than simply surrendering to pressures for immediate and visible action.  

 

6.1 Limitations and Areas for Improvement 

As the outset, I identified this project’s goal as exploring the impact of experienced 

uncertainty on military intervention decisions. In Section 1.6, I outlined three more specific 

empirical objectives: demonstrating that experienced uncertainty matters, that it matters 
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systematically, and that its impact varies based on its type and level. Overall, I believe the 

empirical chapters accomplish these three goals.  

At the same time, there are a number of theoretical and empirical areas for future 

improvement. From a theoretical standpoint, given the already large scope of this project’s 

argument, I bracketed off many important questions involving various nuances of the 

framework. Chapter 5 helps hint at some important ways in which the framework, as it 

currently stands, is not sufficiently developed. There are likely to be many other 

complexities in the interaction between experienced uncertainty and secondary variables 

that necessitate further attention. Similarly, this dissertation raises the prospect that 

ambiguity can explain not simply the binary decision whether to intervene, but actors’ 

choices regarding how to intervene. Here again, there is a need for significant additional 

theorizing and research. With respect to fundamental uncertainty, important questions 

remain that go beyond the scope of this investigation. For example, even as fundamental 

uncertainty increases the odds of military intervention on average, what explains why in 

some instances it does not result in military intervention? And when intervention does 

follow, what determines the choice of the target? There is also a need to define more 

precisely signals of fundamental uncertainty, so that they can be better distinguished from 

dire views of a situation anchored in an objective outlook.   

Empirically, there is a need for additional research using more varied methodologies 

and cases. Survey experiments involving intervention questions pose one of the more 

immediately actionable and intriguing techniques for studying the effects of experienced 

uncertainty on support for military intervention. Such research could help assess more 
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directly whether the uncertainty aversion framework has the anticipated impact on public 

support, and potentially leader support, for intervention. It could also enable analysis of the 

impact of individual-level variables, such as experience and confidence, in mediating 

uncertainty’s impact on military intervention preferences. The discussion of the potentially 

paradoxical effects of pre-intervention estimates in Section 2.5.4 offers an example of a 

possible experimental question.       

In addition, it would be beneficial to evaluate the uncertainty aversion framework in a 

wider set of historical cases, involving more actors and military intervention scenarios. 

There may also be opportunities to quantify uncertainty systematically across cases, which 

would facilitate large-N analysis. Naturally such uncertainty indices would not always 

capture how leaders and broader policy circles perceive the uncertainty around them, but 

since the mechanisms developed here go beyond leader perceptions, they may nonetheless 

be valuable.     

 

6.2 Additional Areas for Possible Application  

At its core, the uncertainty aversion framework provides a way of thinking of policy 

change generally. In this dissertation, this framework is applied to military intervention. 

Still, there are other issues in international security where the framework may be of value, 

especially where levels of experienced uncertainty are typically high.  

Peace negotiations are high among these. As the case study of Iran in Chapter 4 

demonstrates, ambiguity repeatedly scuttled diplomatic efforts by both Iran the United 
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States and preserved the status quo. The success and failure of negotiations more broadly 

may be subject to systematic influences from experienced uncertainty, in which case there 

may be actions that interested parties can take to improve the odds of sustainable peace.  

Similarly, as alluded to above, the uncertainty aversion framework can help explain 

major power transition in the international system. The paradox of early delay provides a 

potentially helpful way of understanding why declining powers sometimes fail to resist 

rising adversaries before it is too late. The framework can also provide an approach for 

understanding foreign policy continuity and change more broadly. Traditionally these have 

been accounted for through standard rationalist and historical institutionalist explanations. 

The uncertainty aversion framework, with its emphasis on the status quo-reinforcing 

effects of ambiguity, suggests an alternative explanation for enduring foreign policy 

continuities that is independent of sunk costs, elite interests, and rational learning.   
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