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One prescient pre-9/11 analysis of an aircraft plot was written by a Justice 
Department trial attorney.The attorney had taken an interest, apparently on 
his own initiative, in the legal issues that would be involved in shooting down 
a U.S. aircraft in such a situation.21 

The North American Aerospace Defense Command imagined the possible 
use of aircraft as weapons, too, and developed exercises to counter such a 
threat—from planes coming to the United States from overseas, perhaps car-
rying a weapon of mass destruction. None of this speculation was based on 
actual intelligence of such a threat. One idea, intended to test command and 
control plans and NORAD’s readiness, postulated a hijacked airliner coming 
from overseas and crashing into the Pentagon.The idea was put aside in the 
early planning of the exercise as too much of a distraction from the main focus 
(war in Korea), and as too unrealistic.As we pointed out in chapter 1, the mil-
itary planners assumed that since such aircraft would be coming from overseas; 
they would have time to identify the target and scramble interceptors.22 

We can therefore establish that at least some government agencies were con-
cerned about the hijacking danger and had speculated about various scenar-
ios.The challenge was to flesh out and test those scenarios, then figure out a 
way to turn a scenario into constructive action. 

Since the Pearl Harbor attack of 1941, the intelligence community has 
devoted generations of effort to understanding the problem of forestalling a sur-
prise attack. Rigorous analytic methods were developed, focused in particular 
on the Soviet Union, and several leading practitioners within the intelligence 
community discussed them with us.These methods have been articulated in 
many ways, but almost all seem to have at least four elements in common: (1) 
think about how surprise attacks might be launched; (2) identify telltale indi-
cators connected to the most dangerous possibilities; (3) where feasible, collect 
intelligence on these indicators; and (4) adopt defenses to deflect the most dan-
gerous possibilities or at least trigger an earlier warning. 

After the end of the Gulf War,concerns about lack of warning led to a major 
study conducted for DCI Robert Gates in 1992 that proposed several recom-
mendations, among them strengthening the national intelligence officer for 
warning.We were told that these measures languished under Gates’s successors. 
Responsibility for warning related to a terrorist attack passed from the national 
intelligence officer for warning to the CTC. An Intelligence Community 
Counterterrorism Board had the responsibility to issue threat advisories.23 

With the important exception of analysis of al Qaeda efforts in chemical, 
biological, radiological, and nuclear weapons,we did not find evidence that the 
methods to avoid surprise attack that had been so laboriously developed over 
the years were regularly applied. 

Considering what was not done suggests possible ways to institutionalize 
imagination.To return to the four elements of analysis just mentioned: 


