Offensive Realism and Preemptive War: Great Power Politics in the Twenty-first Century

“And our security will require all Americans to be forward-looking and resolute, to be ready for preemptive action when necessary to defend our liberty and defend our lives.”

President George W. Bush, May 2002 West Point Graduation Speech

Need for theory to explain action

Offensive Realism in the Twenty-first Century

“The optimist’s claim that security competition and war among the great powers has been burned out of the system is wrong.  In fact, all of the major states around the globe still care deeply about the balance of power and are destined to compete for power among themselves for the foreseeable future.” (361)

“I argue that a rising China is the most dangerous potential threat to the Untied States in the early twenty-first century.” (362) 

New Threat in post 9/11 World

Asymmetric Conflict (Decline of Conquest)

What is Preemptive Action?

National Security Strategy of the United States 

“the only path to peace and security is the path of action.”  

Preemptive strategies suggest that a state must act before a threat becomes imminent.  

When is a threat imminent?  

Rogue Nations

National Security Strategy “but deterrence based only upon the threat of retaliation is less likely to work against leaders of rogue states more willing to take risks, gambling with the lives of their people, and the wealth of their nations.” 

The Bush Doctrine

The concept of the National Interest

Rumsfeld and the Use of Force

“A Good Reason: If U.S. lives are going to be put at risk, whatever is proposed to be done must be in the U.S. national interest.”

National Security Strategy document

“The events of September 11, 2001 taught us that weak states, like Afghanistan, can pose a great danger to our national interests as strong states.” 

“The U.S. national security strategy will be based on distinctly American internationalism that reflects the union of our values and our national interests.  The aim of this strategy is to help make the world not just a safer but better.”  

Preemptive Action

Rumsfeld  “If it worth doing, U.S. leadership should make a judgement as to when diplomacy has failed and act forcefully, early, during the pre-crisis period, to try to alter the behavior of others and to prevent the conflict.” (Rumsfeld 2002)
“Defending the United States, the American people, and our interests at home and aboard by identifying and destroying the threat before it reaches our borders.  While the Untied States will constantly strive to enlist the support of the international community, we will not hesitate to act alone, if necessary, to exercise our right of self-defense by acting preemptively against such terrorists, to prevent them from doing harm against our people and our country.”  

How does Preemptive Action relate to Offensive Realism?

Preemptive action is necessarily an offensive strategy.  

Bush Doctrine is more offensive that Mearsheimer’s theory

Mearsheimer and Walt note, "The belief that Saddam’s past behavior shows that he cannot be contained rests of distorted history and dubious logic.  In fact, the historical record shows that the United States can contain Iraq effectively – even if Saddam has nuclear weapons – just as it contained the Soviet Union during the Cold War.” 

Death of Conquest

“But old fashioned conquest, in which ground is seized and populations are controlled against their will for extended periods, is never raised as a policy option.  The world community, such as it, has come to oppose utterly wars fought overtly and permanently to occupy, subjugate or seize another country or population.” (Simons 2003, 41)
Since WWII, conquest has been prevented

Afghanistan, Kuwait

“We do not seek permanent physical control.  We are neither interested in forcibly subjugating nor in forcibly absorbing foreign populations.  We do not exact tribute.  Nor do we force anyone to labor on our behalf.  Perhaps most significant but least appreciated, we also do not militarily seize or appropriate anything without offering compensation.” (Simons 2003, 42)
Conquest, How States Gain Power

New Offensive Realism, If conquest is dead states must act preemptively to ensure security

Why do states seek power? 

1. There is no central authority

2. States have offensive capabilities

3. States can never be certain about other states intentions in an anarchic system

4. Since states can never be certain about others intentions, preemptive action is necessary to ensure security against any threat

Future of Warfare and Diplomacy: An Offensive World

Act offensively when security is threatened

Since conquest is dead and a new threat of terrorism is prevalent, states must act preemptively

Others will use theory as justification (Russia, India, Columbia, Philippines, and the U.S.)

Major versus Minor Powers or Asymmetric Conflict

States will act offensively, but not because of the distribution of power or hegemonic ambitions, but to ensure their national security through preemptive action

