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Strategic surprise should not be confused with tactical surprise, which is of 
a different magnitude and, as Professor Richard Betts of Columbia University 
pointed out in his article, “Analysis, War, and Decision: Why Intelligence 
Failures Are Inevitable,” cannot be wholly avoided. Putting the difference 
between the two types of surprise in perspective, suppose, for example, that 
Mr. Smith and Mr. Jones are business partners. Every Friday, while Mr. Smith 
is lunching with a client, Mr. Jones helps himself to money from the petty 
cash. One afternoon Mr. Smith comes back from lunch earlier than expected, 
catching Mr. Jones red-handed. “I’m surprised!” they exclaim simultaneously. 
Mr. Jones’s surprise is tactical: He knew what he was doing but did not 
expect to get caught; Mr. Smith’s surprise is strategic: He had no idea the 
embezzlement was happening.

Tactical surprise, when it happens, is not of sufficient magnitude and 
importance to threaten national existence, although it can be psychologically 

The Terrorist Attacks on September 11, 2001: 
Another Pearl Harbor?

Many people immediately described the September 11, 2001, 
terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in New York City and 
the Pentagon as a “new Pearl Harbor.” This is understandable on an 
emotional level, as both were surprise attacks. However, important 
differences exist.

First, Pearl Harbor was a strategic surprise. U.S. policy makers 
expected a move by Japan but not against the United States. 
The Soviet Union was seen as a possible target, but the greatest 
expectation and fear was a Japanese attack on European colonies in 
Southeast Asia that by-passed U.S. possessions, thus allowing Japan 
to continue to expand its empire without bringing the United States 
into the war.

The terrorist attacks were more of a tactical surprise. The enmity 
of Osama bin Laden and his willingness to attack U.S. targets had 
been amply demonstrated in earlier attacks on the East African 
embassies and on the USS Cole. Throughout the summer of 2001, 
U.S. intelligence officials had warned of the likelihood of another bin 
Laden attack. What was not known—or guessed—were the target 
and the means of attack.

Second, Japan and the Axis powers had the capability to defeat 
and destroy U.S. power and the U.S. way of life. The terrorists do not 
pose a threat on the same level.




