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The U.S. government spends enormous resources each year on the gathering and analysis of
intelligence, yet the history of American foreign policy is littered with missteps and
misunderstandings that have resulted from intelligence failures. In Why Intelligence Fails, Robert
Jervis examines the politics and psychology of two of the more spectacular intelligence failures
in recent memory: the mistaken belief that the regime of the Shah in Iran was secure and stable
in 1978, and the claim that Iraq had active WMD programs in 2002.The Iran case is based on a
recently declassified report Jervis was commissioned to undertake by CIA thirty years ago and
includes memoranda written by CIA officials in response to Jervis's findings. The Iraq case, also
grounded in a review of the intelligence community's performance, is based on close readings of
both classified and declassified documents, though Jervis's conclusions are entirely supported
by evidence that has been declassified.In both cases, Jervis finds not only that intelligence was
badly flawed but also that later explanations—analysts were bowing to political pressure and
telling the White House what it wanted to hear or were willfully blind—were also incorrect.
Proponents of these explanations claimed that initial errors were compounded by groupthink,
lack of coordination within the government, and failure to share information. Policy prescriptions,
including the recent establishment of a Director of National Intelligence, were supposed to
remedy the situation.In Jervis's estimation, neither the explanations nor the prescriptions are
adequate. The inferences that intelligence drew were actually quite plausible given the
information available. Errors arose, he concludes, from insufficient attention to the ways in which
information should be gathered and interpreted, a lack of self-awareness about the factors that
led to the judgments, and an organizational culture that failed to probe for weaknesses and
explore alternatives. Evaluating the inherent tensions between the methods and aims of
intelligence personnel and policymakers from a unique insider's perspective, Jervis forcefully
criticizes recent proposals for improving the performance of the intelligence community and
discusses ways in which future analysis can be improved.

Winner of the 2004 Elle Readers’ Prize for Best Book of the Year in Nonfiction“Hakakian’s
intimate anthropology opens a window on one life during turbulent times in the Middle East. . . .
This book does us the service of removing some of the region’s mythical stereotypes . . . and
illuminating a real contemporary culture we would do well to know better.” —Seattle
Times“Hakakian, irrepressible, brave, and strong-willed, watches in dismay as the country she
loves disappears, to be replaced by one that views what Roya most values—an insatiable
intellect—with profound contempt. Like Anne Frank, she is a perceptive, idealistic, terribly
sympathetic chronicler of the gathering repression.” —Baltimore Sun“A spectacular debut
memoir . . . Only a major writing talent like Hakakian can use the pointed words of the mature



mind to give the perspective of the child. . . . She tackles ideologies of assimilation and
oppression with poetic aplomb and precision. . . . Hakakian’s tale of passage into womanhood
lacks nothing.” —Boston Globe“[Hakakian is] a lyrical storyteller . . . Her moving narrative swings
from funny to sad, capturing idyllic scenes of her parents, aunts, and uncles picnicking and
interacting with Muslim friends.” —Washington PostFrom the Back CoverFrom the
Hardcover"We stormed every classroom, inscribed our slogans on the blackboard . . . Never had
mayhem brought more peace. All our lives we had been taught the virtues of behaving, and now
we were discovering the importance of misbehaving. Too much fear had tainted our days. Too
many afternoons had passed in silence, listening to a fanatic's diatribes. We were rebelling
because we were not evil, we had not sinned, and we knew nothing of the apocalypse. . . . This
was 1979, the year that showed us we could make our own destinies. We were rebelling
because rebelling was all we could do to quell the rage in our teenage veins. Together as girls
we found the courage we had been told was not in us."In Journey from the Land of No Roya
Hakakian recalls her childhood and adolescence in prerevolutionary Iran with candor and verve.
The result is a beautifully written coming-of-age story about one deeply intelligent and
perceptive girl's attempt to find an authentic voice of her own at a time of cultural closing and
repression. Remarkably, she manages to re-create a time and place dominated by religious
fanaticism, violence, and fear with an open heart and often with great humor.Hakakian was
twelve years old in 1979 when the revolution swept through Tehran. The daughter of an
esteemed poet, she grew up in a household that hummed with intellectual life. Family gatherings
were punctuated by witty, satirical exchanges and spontaneous recitations of poetry. But the
Hakakians were also part of the very small Jewish population in Iran who witnessed the iron fist
of the Islamic fundamentalists increasingly tightening its grip. It is with the innocent confusion of
youth that Roya describes her discovery of a swastika--"a plus sign gone awry, a dark reptile
with four hungry claws"--painted on the wall near her home. As a schoolgirl she watched as
friends accused of reading blasphemous books were escorted from class by Islamic Society
guards, never to return. Only much later did Roya learn that she was spared a similar fate
because her teacher admired her writing.Hakakian relates in the most poignant, and at times
painful, ways what life was like for women after the country fell into the hands of Islamic
fundamentalists who had declared an insidious war against them, but we see it all through the
eyes of a strong, youthful optimist who somehow came up in the world believing that she was
different, knowing she was special. At her loneliest, Roya discovers the consolations of writing
while sitting on the rooftop of her house late at night. There, "pen in hand, I led my own chorus of
words, with a melody of my own making." And she discovers the craft that would ultimately
enable her to find her own voice and become her own person.A wonderfully evocative story,
Journey from the Land of No reveals an Iran most readers have not encountered and marks the
debut of a stunning new talent.About the AuthorRoya Hakakian is the author of A Beginner’s
Guide to America, Assassins of the Turquoise Palace, and Journey from the Land of No, and has
published two collections of poetry in Persian. Her essays have appeared in The New York



Times and The Wall Street Journal, and on NPR’s All Things Considered. She has collaborated
on programming for leading journalism units in network television, including 60 Minutes. She is
the recipient of a Guggenheim Fellowship, and served on the editorial board of World Affairs.
Since 2015, she has taught at THREAD, a writing workshop at Yale, and is a fellow at the
Davenport College at Yale. She lives in Connecticut.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All
rights reserved.Chapter 1NEW YORK CITY, JULY 13, 1999It was an ordinary morning at the
office. wrapped in a heavy sweater, sleeves pulled over fingers hiding from the arctic indoor
summer temperatures, I had every reason to expect this to be a day like any other. CNN was on.
A pile of several major dailies lay on one side of my desk, and on the other was a second stack
of magazines I had brought back from the Delta Shuttle courtesy stand. The first order of
business was to answer e-mails, which I usually managed to do while sipping a tall cup of latté. I
glanced at the names in the in-box, keeping an eye out for any breaking news on the Associated
Press wire service. The telephone rang."Roya speaking.""Hi, Roya. This is David, David Unger,
calling from the New York Times.""Oh, hi! You are . . .""An editorial writer working on a piece on
the recent student uprisings in Iran. You come highly recommended as a source. Is this a good
time?"No. It was not a good time. It was never a good time to talk about Iran. I rarely did. But this
call, I knew, I had to take. Thousands of students had taken to the streets in the largest pro-
reform demonstration since 1979. Now, in the demonstration's third day, the students were
calling on the newly elected president, Mohammad Khatami, to join their movement against the
"hard-line" elements in power, mainly the supreme leader, Seyed Ali Khamenei. Many had been
arrested. A few had disappeared, among them Elahe, a dear friend. And sitting in my office,
watching the news, seeing young men and women face the riot police, their shirts bloodied, their
faces hidden under rags, thugs charging at them with batons, seeing them be clubbed and fall to
the pavement, was all too familiar. All too frustrating. There was nothing I could do to help them
or my missing friend, except to talk to an editorialist. In my guilty helplessness, I had placed all
hope in the New York Times to save Elahe, the students, and Iran itself in a sharp cluster of five
hundred words or less. So I said, "Yes. I have been expecting your call. But hold on for just a
minute, please."This was simply a call between a television journalist and her colleague in print.
Still, I got up from my chair, peeked into the hallway, and quietly shut my door. This was a call
about Iran; no call could be more personal. We began talking.I had expected to hear from David.
I had also expected the conversation to proceed as it often does with Americans. They come, I
had decided, in two kinds: the misinformed, who think of Iran as a backward nation of Arabs,
veiled and turbaned, living on the periphery of oases and fairly represented by a government of
mullahs; and the misguided, who believed the shah's regime was a puppet government run by
the CIA, and who think that Ayatollah Khomeini and his clerical cabal are an authentic,
homegrown answer to unwarranted U.S. meddling.The first group always amused me. In their
company, I would blame every appalling trait in my character on my "Bedouin upbringing."
Walking along Coney Island beach on a hot summer evening, I licked the drops of ice cream off
my palms, and when I saw the shocked look on my date's face, I explained that my lack of



etiquette was due to a childhood spent in a land where napkins and utensils were unheard of.
His believing blue eyes welled with tears of empathy.A college roommate once asked what my
family used for transportation in Tehran. I told her we kept six camels of various sizes in our
backyard. My father rode the papa camel, my mother the mama camel, my brothers the younger
camels, and I the baby camel. While my roommate's common sense was still in the grip of
political correctness, I went on to design a fantastically intricate grid of four-legged traffic
regulations for bovines on even days and equines on odd.But that second group-those
misguided Americans-exasperated me. Bright individuals abandoned inquiry and resorted to
obsolete formulas: America had done Iran wrong. Therefore the clerics cut ties with the United
States. Therefore the clerics were leading the nation to sovereignty. These individuals had yet to
realize that though Iran's rulers fervently opposed U.S. imperialism, they were neither just to nor
loved by their own people. This second group had not accepted the notion that the enemy of
their enemy was yet another enemy.It took only one question for me to decide that David
belonged to the second group. He asked, "Do the 'reformists,' backed by President Khatami,
stand a chance against the 'hard-liners'?"This bipolar division between reformists and hard-
liners was as crude as my own division between misinformed and misguided Americans.
Reducing a nation of seventy million, with three thousand years of history, to two simple camps
infuriated me. The assumption that Iran was on the verge of an imminent transformation if only
one faction managed to subdue the other had the ring of a sensational headline, and though as
a reporter I understood its logic, as an Iranian I detested it. True watchers of Iran knew that Iran
itself was the "beloved" its great poets had serenaded for centuries: capricious yet slow,
inspiring hope in one breath and evoking despair in another.However, David quickly added that
the editorials did not always reflect his own personal views. In fact, they often did not. This was
an important disclaimer. Several more nuanced questions followed. His voice was tender. If a
deadline was looming, his voice did not reveal it. In its timbre, there was time and infinite
patience, which encouraged me to tell him my worst fears. Every horrifying possibility flashed
through my mind: Elahe assaulted, bleeding in a ditch or along one of the many canals of
Tehran; or sitting before interrogators, blindfolded, forced to write a recantation letter. Talking to
David, I dressed in words the horrors I was conjuring. I told him so. I also told him that I had no
faith in the new president, or any other cleric, to deliver what the students were demanding. I
saw that the protestors were in grave danger. In the most dignified way I knew, I begged him to
write with utmost urgency.The next day brought an editorial headlined fateful moment in iran; the
next week, the quashing of the uprising; the third week, the news of Elahe and her release from
custody; the next month, another e-mail from David-a new editorial deadline.In the weeks that
followed, David's notes continued to arrive. He wanted to know about the reformists' background
and their former allegiance; the Iranian relationship with the Lebanese Hezbollah; the role of
secular Iranians in the revolution of 1979 and in the subsequent fallout. With Elahe's release, I
had little incentive to talk about Iran. Writing to David took real effort. I had to provide him with the
"insider facts," information only natives are privy to, and add my own views, which were



embittered by my history. Every time I wanted to substantiate an opinion, I drew upon a personal
experience I had never talked about before, until at last I wrote, apologetically, that I could not
continue. Despite my reputation, I confessed that I was not a good source after all. There were
experts far better than I, whose names I suggested. When it came to Iran, I admitted, I was
anything but objective. The past and the events of the years that followed the revolution had
biased me forever.Within moments after I e-mailed him the note I thought would be the end of all
notes between us, a sharp beep announced the arrival of a new e-mail.From:
David@Nytimes.com To: RDH@cbsnews.com Subject: The years that followed the
revolution.r,Tell me about them.dWhen you have been a refugee, abandoned all your loves and
belongings, your memories become your belongings. Images of the past, snippets of old
conversations, furnish the world within your mind. When you have nothing left to guard, you
guard your memories. You guard them with silence. You do not draw your treasures into the light,
lest exposure soften their sharp-sad or gay-details (the best lesson I ever learned from visiting
museums). Remembering becomes not simply a preoccupation but a full-time occupation. What
you once witnessed is the story that brought journalists to your doorstep, but they left without the
scoop. What you once witnessed is what scholars sought in the archives but did not find. What
you once witnessed is what biographers intended to write. But how much can biographers do if
the witnesses are silent?When you belong to a breed on the verge of extinction, a Jewish
woman from the Islamic Republic of Iran living in the United States, one small slip can turn you
into a poster child for someone else's crusade. And you know of nothing more suspect than a
crusade. Memory is the membrane in which the past is sealed and also the blueprint of what you
once, when you were at your most clearheaded, envisioned as the future. You keep silent. To
guard all that, true. But also because you cannot tell pain from anger. And since you do not wish
to displace them onto an innocent listener, you do not allow yourself pain or anger. You walk on.
You must walk on. In the new country, you must begin anew. To make yourself do so, you invent a
metaphor. Not a beautiful metaphor, but a practical one to propel you. You imagine you are a
secondhand car whose odometer has been reset to zero by exile, that craftiest of dealers. With
all the old parts, you are recast as a brand-new human engine. Within you is all the clanking,
hissing, and racket of past rides. But you muffle it all and press on.David wanted me to speak.
But he had no crusade. A historian, he was looking for what he knew was still too soon to have
been written. He was a voice without a face. Somewhere on the top floor of another New York
City high-rise he sat behind a desk. I had never seen him. All I knew of him was the words that
kept arriving. Our friendship had been formed in written words, the only life those memories
could have if they ever were to be expressed. And in English. To write about Iran in Persian
would be daunting. Instead of reexamining the memories, I feared that in Persian, I might begin
to relive them. Persian could summon the teenager at sea. English sheltered the adult survivor,
safely inside a lighthouse. I did not know how to use the language of the censors to speak
against them; to use the very language by which I had been denied so much as a Jew, a woman,
a secular citizen, and a young poet. The love of Iran was still in my heart, yet I could not return.



The irrevocable journey I had made was not the physical one, out of Iran. It was the journey from
"no," from the perpetual denials. And what I had painstakingly arrived at, greater than even the
new land, was a new language, the vessel of my flight to vast possibilities.I postponed writing
David till I could be certain I wanted to commit myself to telling him. His notes had opened the
floodgates, and a world once shut away had come rushing back at me. But how and where
would I begin? In need of a reprieve, I accepted a reporting assignment that took me to Albany,
Georgia, for a few days.The Reverend Jerry Cochran had served in the U.S. Navy in the early
1970s and was suffering from a lung disease. Like most African Americans of his generation,
Jerry had been assigned the most undesirable tasks while in the navy, among them the scraping
of the nonskid coating off the deck of the USS Enterprise. Within two years, Jerry had been
diagnosed with a "respiratory disease of unknown origin" and discharged. He believed the
disease had resulted from the polluted air he had inhaled while working on the deck. Now a
biopsy proved the presence of elements, identical to those within the coating he had once
scraped, in his chest. The dust was gradually hardening Jerry's lung tissue and lessening his
breathing capacity. Jerry was slowly suffocating.Driving past the cotton fields in rural Georgia, I
mulled over the many details that demanded my attention: the few unclear facts, the original
documents, footage to shoot, sounds to record, his difficulty breathing and speaking, his
wheezing. I decided to arrive at Jerry's church early, to soak in my surroundings, an old habit
that had got me far as a child. I reviewed all the questions and went over what I needed to
prepare for the crew and our correspondent before the on-camera interviews. This was a man on
the brink of death, I thought. He was about to trust his final words to me. And it was up to me to
show how he had been mistreated and misdiagnosed and as a result was dying.Inside the
church, rows of children sat around tables, doing homework. Mrs. Cochran welcomed me. She
asked if I was too tired or had had any trouble finding my way. The after-school hours were the
busiest at the church, she explained, and she apologized for the noisy surroundings. But I
insisted on watching the children and staff go about their business. For reasons I never
understood, I have always felt instantly at ease among black Americans and forget my own
outsiderness. I said, "I am happy to wait here and watch the kids. The reverend must be busy. I
know I have come early.""The reverend has been on pins and needles for days waiting for you,"
she replied, sounding like an exhausted wife who has had to contend with far too much for far
too long. "It is not every day 60 Minutes comes to our neighborhood."To find a quieter location
for the filming, Mrs. Cochran took me on a tour of the building. We walked past several rooms,
each filled to the ceiling with boxes of evidence the reverend had gathered on his own condition
and that of his fellow servicemen. Years of correspondence had amounted to pile after pile of
documents: letters from the Veterans Administration, the U.S. Navy, the Occupational Safety and
Health Administration, the Environmental Protection Agency, and on and on. Some bore the
stamps of the White House, others of the U.S. Congress. Behind the facade of an unassuming
two-story structure hid a colossal archive. And at the end of its last corridor, I imagined a gaunt
man on his deathbed.But I was wrong. In the last room, at the end of a hallway, behind a desk, in



a suit, sat a corpulent man, who rose exuberantly to his feet and greeted me. He looked hale and
cheerful. Upon seeing the buoyant reverend, I felt the worst of a journalist's fears rush over me: I
was chasing a sham.It took hours to pore over papers and sift through medical reports till I found
the documentary evidence that attested to the severity of Jerry's condition. But more compelling
than the records were his testimonies. At first, when he saw the skeptical expression on my face,
he slapped his chest and said, as if before a judge, that his heart could no longer bear the
weight of a history denied. The disease in those boxes, he pleaded, would kill him faster than the
disease in his lungs. He laid out photographs, exhibits for a jury of one, of himself and his
buddies, their arms on one another's shoulders, their faces bright with the proud smiles of
young, invincible men, standing in uniforms against the majestic background of the sea. They
dreamed of serving their country and hoped for a great future. But the dust had buried their
dreams. Two of those young men were dead. Being forgotten had already killed their spirits. The
dust would finish the rest.Jerry's eyes fixed on my face as if expecting a confession. He asked
whether I understood what it meant to be bearing a story never told. "I do," I said with a voice on
the brink of breaking. He paused, examined my expression, and, seeing that he had won me
over, lowered himself into a chair, to rest at last.Back at the hotel, long past midnight, tossing in
my bed, I was restless to write. The feel of Jerry's firm grip as we shook hands still enveloped my
hand, and his opening line kept playing in my mind: "I have waited years for you to come and
hear my story." So he had begun.And so I began.Read more
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important. Despite the fact that most theories of international politics assume that actors see the
world fairly accurately, many wars are preceded if not caused by failures to predict what others
will do, and almost by definition crises involve intelligence failures.1 For members of the general
public, intelligence failures are of course upsetting because they are often linked to costly policy
failures. The public often blames intelligence agencies, a propensity that policymakers are
happy to encourage because it shifts the responsibility away from them.2This book examines in
detail two major intelligence failures: the inability of CIA and the wider intelligence community to
understand the turmoil in Iran leading up to the overthrow of the Shah in 1979 and the
misjudgment of Iraq’s programs of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) in the period preceding
the 2003 war. Before saying a bit about them, I should discuss the concept of intelligence failure,
which is not as unambiguous as one might expect.3MEANINGS OF INTELLIGENCE
FAILUREThe most obvious sense of intelligence failure is a mismatch between the estimates
and what later information reveals. This is simultaneously the most important and least
interesting sense of the term. It is most important because to the extent that policy depends on
accurate assessments, almost the only thing that matters is accuracy.In two ways the brute fact
of the intelligence failure is uninteresting, however. First, it does not take much analysis to
decide that there was a failure; all that is required is the observation that subsequent events did
not match the assessments. Second, the fact that intelligence often is in error does not surprise
scholars and should not surprise policymakers. Although most attention has been paid to
surprise attacks because these failures are so traumatic, broadening the focus reveals many
more cases, starting with the report in the Bible that the spies that Moses sent to the land of
Israel overestimated the strength of the enemies to be found there.4 As I will discuss further in
the concluding chapter, the existence of failures is unfortunate but not mysterious. Intelligence is
a game between hiders and finders, and the former usually have the easier job. Intentions,
furthermore, often exist only in a few heads and are subject to rapid change. Deception is fairly
easy, and the knowledge that it is possible degrades the value of accurate information, as we will
see in the Iraq case.5The second sense of failure is a falling short of what we expect from good
intelligence. Judgments here must be much more subjective, and we need to separate collection
from analysis because what can be expected from the latter depends in part on what information
is available. We also need to distinguish what could have been collected given the technical
means and agents available at one point in time from what might have been within reach had
different decisions been made earlier—e.g., had the United States made the recruitment of
sources within Iraq a priority in the 1990s. It is particularly difficult to know what can reasonably
be expected in the way of collection, however, given the limitations imposed by technology and
the difficulty in recruiting informed and reliable sources. Thus while it is clear that Iraq was a
case of collection failure in that the evidence collected was scattered, ambiguous, and often
misleading, it is harder to say whether it was a failure in terms of what is usual and whether
reforms can produce marked improvement.The second part of judging an intelligence failure is
whether the analysts made good use of the information at hand, which is the topic of much of



this book. The consensus is that there were many egregious errors in both the Iran and Iraq
cases and that intelligence bears a significant responsibility for the policy failures. My summary
view, however, is that while there were errors and analysis could and should have been better,
the result would have been to make the intelligence judgments less certain rather than to reach
fundamentally different conclusions. Furthermore, better intelligence would not have led to an
effective policy. This argument is psychologically disturbing and politically unacceptable
because it implies that intelligence errors can never be eliminated, makes blame hard to
allocate,6 shifts more responsibility to the political leaders, and indicates that the burdens of
uncertainty under which they and intelligence labor are even greater than is generally
acknowledged.I believe that the unwillingness to confront these realities helps explain why most
accounts of these and other cases imply that fixing the intelligence machinery will solve the
problems. Politically this makes a good deal of sense; intellectually it does not. We like to think
that bad outcomes are to be explained by bad processes and that the good use of evidence will
lead to the correct conclusion, but as we will see, the prevailing reasoning often is done
backwards: the fact that the answers were incorrect shows that procedures and ways of thinking
must have been flawed. Even after correcting the significant errors, the most warranted inference
may be incorrect; intelligence failures in the first sense should not be automatically seen as
failures in the second sense. Improvements are possible, however, and intelligence and
postmortems on failures can benefit from using standard social science methods. As the
succeeding chapters will show, in many cases both intelligence and criticisms of it have only a
weak understanding of the links between evidence and inferences and the most secure routes
to drawing conclusions. More specifically, they do not formulate testable hypotheses and so
often rely on beliefs that cannot be falsified, leave crucial assumptions unexplicated and
unexamined, fail to ask what evidence should be present if their arguments are correct, ignore
the diagnostic value of absent evidence, and fail to employ the comparative method and so
assert causation without looking at instances in which the supposed causal factor was absent as
well as at cases in which it is present. All too often, intelligence and critics rely on intuitive ways
of thinking and rhetorical forms of exposition. More careful, disciplined, and explicit reasoning
will not automatically yield the right answers but will produce better analysis, do a better job of
revealing where the key differences of opinion lie, and increase the chances of being
correct.THE IRANIAN AND IRAQI CASESAlthough my analysis of the Iranian and Iraqi cases
draws on generalizations and other cases, it cannot establish how typical they are. But I think
five points are clear. First, these cases are very important in themselves, being linked to policies
that have had deep and lasting impact. This is not to say that the intelligence failures directly and
completely explain American policies, let alone the outcomes. In the Iran case, even if the United
States had been aware of the problems earlier, it might not have had viable options because the
driving dynamics within Iran were largely immune to external interventions. Furthermore, the
American government was so deeply divided that forewarning might not have led to the
development of a policy that was coherent, let alone effective. In Iraq, although the belief that



Saddam had active programs to develop WMD was central to the arguments for his overthrow, it
is unlikely that any intelligence that was true to the information available would have produced a
different decision. Nevertheless, these two misjudgments are central to the way the history
unfolded, and I do not think I am alone in being curious as to how they occurred.Examining
these cases is especially important because the generally accepted views of them are incorrect.
The failure to see that the Shah’s regime was in grave danger is often attributed to the posited
fact that CIA received most of its information from SAVAK (the Shah’s secret police) and the
misleading estimates of Saddam’s WMD programs are commonly explained by the political
pressures exerted by the Bush administration. As I will show, these claims cannot be sustained.
Furthermore, it is generally believed that intelligence not only was wrong but made glaring errors
in that much evidence was ignored and the reasoning employed was embarrassingly deficient.
In fact, although the analysts did commit significant errors, their inferences were not
unreasonable, and indeed at several points actually made more sense out of the information
than did the alternative conclusions that turned out to be correct.Third, although the cases had
unique aspects, they exemplify at least some of the organizational routines and ways of thinking
that characterize much of political and social life. Here as elsewhere, what people saw in the
evidence was strongly influenced by their expectations and needs.7 Of course, one reply is that
it is the expectations generated by my own previous work that leads me to this conclusion, but I
doubt that this is the whole story. It would be surprising if intelligence organizations and the
individuals who compose them were to think in ways that were radically different from everyone
else, and one of the themes of this book is that political psychology is an indispensable tool for
understanding how governments see the world and make decisions. Although we cannot simply
carry over what we have learned from other forms of decision making, such as how people vote
or how businesses decide to invest—let alone how college sophomores respond in the
laboratory—we need to take full account of how politics and psychology interact. We are dealing
with human beings who have to make sense of overwhelming amounts of confusing information
and to do so in a realm with its own set of incentives and pressures, and its own organizational
culture.Even if these cases are similar to those of other intelligence failures, the fourth point is
that these studies confront a basic methodological problem in the inferences we can draw.
Looking only at failures constitutes “searching on the dependent variable,” a methodological
shortcoming that makes it impossible to test causal arguments because it lacks the
comparisons to cases of success that are necessary to determine whether factors that seem
important are unique to cases of failure. Nevertheless, analysis of failures allows us to detect
how people and units went astray and often permits comparisons within each case that
establish the plausibility of causal claims.Fifth and finally, although we are not in a position to
estimate the frequency of intelligence failures (and both the numerator and the denominator
would be difficult to determine), it is clear that they are not rare events. There is no reason to
believe that they have become less frequent over time, and their recurrence indicates that even if
particular instances could have been avoided, the general phenomenon cannot. Even if



intelligence officers and decision makers become better social scientists, they will continue to
deal with problems more difficult than those facing scholars and to do so with much less reliable
information. Even if they read the information with care and know the relevant generalizations,
the latter always have exceptions. Indeed, many intelligence failures concern such exceptions,8
and this was true for the cases of Iran and Iraq.The plan of the book is straightforward. The rest
of this chapter tells the story of how I came to the subject. Although my first two books dealt with
deception and perception, topics that obviously overlapped with intelligence, I had no intention
of doing any case studies until I got drawn into consulting for CIA, initially on the problem of
discerning Soviet intentions, and what I saw in those months taught me much about how
intelligence was and is conducted. The main part of the next chapter is the study I did on why the
CIA was slow to see that the Shah might fall. Written in the spring of 1979, this is an original
document that has just been declassified. I also include the memoranda written by CIA officials
in response to the report. To place it in context, elucidate some ideas that I felt constrained from
discussing in a government document, and say a bit about how the report was received and
what scholars now think about the case, I have added an introductory section. Chapter 3 is a
study of the Iraq WMD intelligence failure. This, too, grows out of work I did for the government,
but thanks to the enormous amount of material declassified in official postmortems, I can
present the analysis now rather than waiting thirty years.Chapter 4 starts by discussing broader
issues of the contested relations between policymakers and intelligence. The former find the
weaknesses of the latter both troubling and reassuring. They are troubling for obvious reasons
but are also reassuring in that they allow the policymakers to follow their own preferences and
intuitions when these diverge from intelligence and give them a handy scapegoat when things
go wrong. Indeed, despite the fact that decision makers always say they want better intelligence,
for good political and psychological reasons they often do not, which is part of the explanation
for why intelligence reforms are rarely fully implemented. I then turn to a range of reforms, both
those that are overrated and those that involve greater training and infusion of social science
and are worthy of more attention.INITIAL CONTACTMy first association with CIA came,
appropriately enough, surreptitiously. In the summer of 1961 I went on a student exchange to the
Soviet Union (which produced my wife as well as some interesting experiences). Prior to the
group’s departure, we received several briefings. Only one had much political content, and it
stuck in my mind because as the trip progressed it became clear that none of my colleagues had
sufficient political knowledge and skills to engage in serious discussions with the Soviet citizens
we met, largely in staged settings. So this was left to me, and my Soviet hosts found me
sufficiently argumentative that they assumed I was a CIA agent. On my return, I wrote the
organization that had briefed us complaining that we were not putting our best foot forward.I now
assume that this organization was a CIA front. Not only does this fit with what we now know
about how the U.S. government waged the cold war, but the following spring, when I was a
senior at Oberlin College, I got a phone call from someone who identified himself as “with an
agency of the federal government,” asking to meet me in front of the Oberlin Inn. Naive as I was, I



knew this could only be the Agency. My hunch was confirmed by the fact that the gentleman was
wearing a trench coat and that upon entering his room, he turned on the TV and moved it so it
was facing the wall, thereby foiling any listening devices planted by Soviet agents who had
penetrated the wilds of Ohio. He asked if I could do something for the U.S. government that
summer (I assume this would have been attending the Helsinki youth festival). I was shocked,
not because of such a request but because I had agreed to be a summer intern in the State
Department and assumed that one part of the federal government would know what another part
was doing. I’m afraid that my knowledge of how the government worked was excessively
abstract.One other aspect of my trip to the Soviet Union intersected with my later work for the
CIA. In recent years, I have chaired its Historical Review Panel (HRP), which advises the Agency
on declassifying documents of historical value. Under an executive order issued by President
Clinton, materials at least twenty-five years old are to be reviewed for declassification, which is
how my Iran postmortem was released. The project is an enormous one, involving the review of
millions of pages a year, and starting such an enterprise from scratch was especially
challenging. The officials in charge therefore decided to begin with material that would be
relatively easy to declassify, including the extensive collection of photographs CIA had gotten
from travelers to the Soviet Union, which were deemed useful for compiling all sorts of routine
information and training agents who would be inserted into the country. Not odd, I guess, but I
sat up and took notice when we were shown samples, because in 1961 I was an amateur
photographer and Soviet officials had told us of all the structures we could not photograph (e.g.,
bridges, train stations, and police stations). I thought this was a marvelous example of paranoia,
and partly for this reason I took pictures of this type. I never did find out whether any of them
ended up in the collection, but it was a nice reminder that even paranoids have
enemies.CONSULTING FOR CIAMy next encounter came fifteen years later. In the interim, I had
written one book about signaling and deception and another about perception and
misperception, topics of obvious interest to CIA.9 Furthermore, after Jimmy Carter’s election, a
former Harvard colleague, Robert Bowie, had become director of CIA’s National Foreign
Assessment Center (NFAC) (what before and after this period was the Directorate of
Intelligence). In the spring of 1977, Bowie asked me to serve for a year as a scholar in residence.
This was an intriguing opportunity, but it was not clear exactly what I would do because I was not
an expert in a region or the nuts and bolts of military power. I realized that, in all immodesty, what
I was an expert on was how to draw inferences about other states’ intentions, which covered a
great deal of NFAC’s mandate. I therefore proposed that I would serve as Bowie’s special
assistant, reviewing major reports for their quality. Bowie liked the idea but a week later reported
that his security experts objected. In retrospect, I think I know why: at this time CIA was receiving
information from two extraordinarily sensitive sources. We had tapped into Soviet undersea
cables that carried high-grade material on Soviet naval matters, and a Polish colonel, Ryszard
Kuklinski, was providing the United States with a treasure trove of the Warsaw Pact’s plans and
other documents.10 Since there didn’t seem to be another assignment attractive enough to



merit moving my family to Washington, Bowie and I agreed that I would become a consultant,
spend a couple of weeks at the Agency, and see what developed.Despite my participation in the
student exchange to the USSR and my later role in the Free Speech Movement as a graduate
student at Berkeley, the clearance procedure proceeded relatively smoothly and quickly (the
latter characteristic being especially unusual). There was one hitch, however. When I appeared
for my polygraph, the examiner asked whether anyone other than a member of my immediate
family lived in my house, and I replied that not only did we have a live-in housekeeper/babysitter
but that she was an illegal immigrant. This stopped the proceedings because the background
check had missed this. The omission was striking because the officers had talked to my
neighbors, who knew our arrangement, which was common in middle-class Los Angeles.
Keeping to myself the lack of faith in our procedures that this lapse engendered, I had to endure
a week of being cleared only through the Secret level, which not only greatly restricted the
documents I could read but also meant that I had to be escorted everywhere, giving me an
annoying if fortunately brief taste of what it is like to be a second-class citizen.Once the oversight
was rectified and I passed my polygraph, I was told that someone from the office of security
wanted to see me. This did not seem like good news, and I was taken upstairs to see a young
man who was carrying a thick file that I realized was my life’s history. But instead of asking
embarrassing questions, he explained that he was taking a course in which several of my
writings were assigned and he simply wanted to meet me! That accomplished, I could set to
work.Soviet AnalysisBowie and his colleagues decided that the place for me was a small group
in the Office of Strategic Research (OSR) that dealt with Soviet intentions. As I learned later, it
was atypical, staffed entirely by PhDs and headed by a gifted and charismatic leader, Vernon
Lanphier, who tragically died of cancer ten years later. Vern had been brought into CIA from the
navy, and he had previously chaired a task force on Soviet civil defense, an important
component of the debate then raging about Soviet strategic capabilities and intentions. As he
explained to me, it had been an arduous job to reach consensus because of the fragmented
nature of the information and the high political stakes, but the group finally succeeded in
producing a document that everyone could live with. The two crucial components of the estimate
of how many people the Soviets could protect in case of a U.S. attack were the size of the
shelters and square footage per person that was allocated (the “packing factor,” as it was called).
Vern explained that six months or so after the estimate was published, a defector came out who
provided credible evidence that they had overestimated (or underestimated, I can’t remember
which) the packing factor by 50 percent. He reported this to the leaders of the departmental
teams that had produced the estimate and told them, “We can either spend a year going back
over all the material or we can change our estimate of the area of the shelters by 50 percent in
the other direction, and so leave the bottom line unchanged.” Bureaucratic politics and human
nature being what they are, everyone quickly agreed to the latter alternative.With great
excitement, I started reading the finished intelligence on the Soviet Union but soon was
disappointed. I had expected both better raw information and better analysis. (Remember,



however, that I, like most CIA analysts, lacked access to the material from Kuklinski and the
undersea cables.) What was available at the standard code-word level (i.e., drawing on
overhead photography and signals intelligence) did yield a great deal of information that was
vital in providing confidence that the United States would not be taken by surprise by major
improvements in Soviet military posture, but our understanding of Soviet defense and foreign
policy remained sharply limited. With a few exceptions, the arguments and even evidence being
mustered were quite similar to those available outside the government (in part because much
secret evidence is soon made public).Because of my previous work on deception and the
central role it played in debates over Soviet policy, I looked for what I assumed would be the
many classified volumes on this subject. I found remarkably little. There was one long paper by
David Sullivan, but it stretched the evidence, implied enormous skill on the Soviet part, reduced
its credibility by its shrill tone, and, to top it off, was badly written.11 I did think it was worth more
careful scrutiny than it received, however, and Sullivan himself soon lost his security clearances
because he leaked extremely sensitive information to Senator Henry Jackson’s office. My hunch
is that American analysts, and probably those in other countries as well, resist taking deception
as seriously as they should because doing so would make their already-difficult task even more
trying. They work with fragmentary and contradictory information, and they could end up
paralyzed if on top of this they had to fully consider that much of what they were seeing was
staged for their benefit. The possibility that some parts of the adversary’s government are
misinformed or are deceiving other parts (what is known as Red-on-Red deception) is likely to
be ignored because it, too, can undercut the validity of what would otherwise be very valuable
intelligence. On the other hand, as we will see in the case of the misjudgment of Iraq’s WMD
programs, deception will be credited when it is convenient to assume that crucial evidence is
missing not because it does not exist but because the adversary is concealing it.Almost by
definition, finding deception is very difficult, and searching for it can be corrosive because it
leads to downgrading much valid and valuable information. Furthermore, in many cases states
forego opportunities for deception, perhaps because they are too complicated or could end up
revealing too much valid information, in part because if deception is discovered the other side
will learn what the state was trying to lead it to believe, which is likely to be untrue. Thus it now
seems that although the Soviets knew about the Anglo-American tunnel tapping into Soviet
military cables under East Berlin in 1955, they never used this knowledge to feed us false
information. (Even more striking is the fact that it appears that the Soviets never made use of the
information they gleaned when they bugged the American embassy in Moscow in the
mid-1950s.)12 Nevertheless, I was surprised by how little concerted attention CIA gave to this
problem. To take just one example, about six months after the launch of the new KH-11 spy
satellite, the United States learned to its horror that an Agency employee, William Kampiles, had
sold the Soviets CIA’s operating manual (for the paltry sum of $3,000 at that). This unfortunate
turn of events would have given the United States the ability to systematically compare what the
satellite saw in the period when the Soviets knew its capabilities but the United States did not



realize this, and what was observed later, when the Soviets knew that we knew that the
capabilities were no longer secret. In this way we might have learned about Soviet deception
goals, strategies, and techniques. As far as I know, however, we did not do such a study.In the
late 1970s the Agency launched a large project on deception. (The Defense Department’s Office
of Net Assessment probably was involved as well because its director, Andy Marshall, was very
interested in deception and had commissioned several unclassified historical studies of the
subject.) I was involved on the margins and thought the project was promising. It was canceled
just as it was beginning to make progress, although later the Agency did do more to track the
Soviets’ activities.I learned more about the nuts and bolts of analysis of Soviet strategic
programs when I did the Iran study. Because I was teaching at UCLA, I did my reading and
writing at a CIA facility made famous by being the site of major espionage some years earlier, a
story told by Robert Lindsey in The Falcon and The Snowman. As this book explains, this group
was engaged in technical analysis of Soviet missile programs through overhead photography
and telemetry from Soviet missile tests. I was looked on by these people as a bit odd—not only
was I doing something very political, but I was writing a long paper rather than producing a
briefing (even in that pre-PowerPoint era people kept asking about my slides). Nevertheless, the
arrangement was convenient, and I was befriended by a veteran photographic interpreter, which
meant that on my breaks I could wander into his office, hear his stories, and examine interesting
photographs, which of course were hard to figure out until he told me what I was looking at.I
learned a lot about Soviet missile programs from him, and one story has wider significance. We
were talking about how blast-resistant Soviet silos were, and after he explained how some of the
data from overhead photography fed into the calculation, he added, “But I think the official figure
is too high. From what I can tell from the pictures, Soviet construction techniques are very sloppy
and the concrete in the silos often has not set properly.” Although of course American
calculations had to be done conservatively, I wonder how high up the bureaucratic chain this
information went.Another incident reminded me of how government works. The initial analyses
of Soviet missile tests were posted on a bulletin board in the most protected vault, and one day
there was a report that indicated a significant increase in accuracy. This was important in light of
the fierce debates about the vulnerability of American land-based systems. Although some of
the people I talked to said that our missiles were already vulnerable and that this increment in
accuracy would not matter much, this still was dramatic news, and it was classified at a higher
level of secrecy than I had ever seen. As I read it, I realized that when I covered this material in
class, I would have to be take great care not reveal this new development. I did not have to
worry; it appeared in the next morning’s newspapers.Advantages of Being a ConsultantMy
position as a consultant gave me an unusual perspective. Although I was based at the working
level, my anomalous status, sponsorship by the head of NFAC, and academic connections
allowed me access to all levels of the organization. I was able to see how information was filtered
and how people at different levels misunderstood one another. At one point Arnold Horelick,
National Intelligence Officer (NIO) for Soviet affairs, produced a paper arguing that the Soviets



were very optimistic about their prospects, especially in the Third World.13 I talked it over with
him, and he said that while he believed the conclusions, he had not meant to be dogmatic and
wanted to stimulate discussion within the Agency. When I relayed this to one of my colleagues at
the working level, he laughed and said that Horelick, who was an experienced Soviet analyst but
was new to CIA, did not understand how the Agency operated. “When something like that
comes down from the NIO, we have to take it as established.”Another advantage of being a
consultant was that I was able to talk to people in other parts of the government. I was struck by
the importance of networks, which again should not have surprised me. Since I was working on
questions of Soviet intentions and capabilities, it was important to talk to people in Defense,
State, and the National Security Council (NSC). But I didn’t know where or how to start. So Vern
sent me to those who were his professional and personal friends. Many of them had studied with
William Kaufmann at MIT, as Vern had. Indeed, I found that the hawk and dove camps within the
government heavily overlapped with networks of students who had studied with Albert
Wohlstetter at the University of Chicago and Kaufmann, respectively. I was passed along
through the Kaufmann network, and my entree was facilitated not only by Vern’s sponsorship but
by my own political views and the fact that I had known Kaufmann when I was at Harvard.One
specific incident proved even more profitable to me, literally as well as figuratively. One day I
went to the Pentagon to see a former student who was working in Program Analysis and
Evaluation, the office that carried out the systems analysis begun in the years when Robert
McNamara was secretary of defense. I was particularly interested in whether the United States
needed to develop a powerful successor intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) to the
Minuteman, an issue that was part of the broad hawk-dove debate. Although my inclination was
to be skeptical, I had assumed that the proponents had a good case based on classified
information, and so I asked my friend to show me what he had. He gave me one paper, which I
found superficial and totally unsatisfactory. When I told him this, he grumbled a bit, dug deeper
into his desk, and handed me a thicker packet. After half an hour I gave it back to him and said
that while this was a bit better, it still did not address the serious questions. He replied, “Bob, you
have just seen the best paper in the government on this subject. In fact, it is so thorough and
careful that no one outside this office will bother to read it.” I really was shocked. So on the
airplane back to California that evening I outlined an article that I originally thought of as “Why
Minuteman Vulnerability Doesn’t Matter.” Thinking about it more, I realized that the topic was
broader: it really was “Why Nuclear Superiority Doesn’t Matter.” My article with this title was
published in Political Science Quarterly and writing it provoked me to go deeper into the subject,
which led to The Illogic of American Nuclear Strategy and, a few years later, The Meaning of the
Nuclear Revolution.14 The latter won the Grawemeyer Award for the best book of the year
dealing with ideas for improving world order, which provided a handsome stipend.But these
activities also carried a penalty. Although my writings did not receive a great deal of public
attention, they were noticed by people engaged in disputes within Washington. Thus when I was
asked to consult on an interesting nuclear strategy project in the mid-1980s, I was informed that



the security officer doubted that I could be cleared (my clearances having lapsed when I
stopped consulting for CIA in 1980). Given my previous clearances from CIA, the State
Department, and the Department of Defense, I thought this was odd, and I asked my friend Fred
Iklé, undersecretary of defense for policy, to see if he could shed any light on this. He reported
that he saw no problems. My inference is that the head of the project had checked not with his
security officer but with his superiors and had been told that I was politically unacceptable. Of
course, my reaction may be egocentric paranoia, but Washington does encourage such a
reaction, in part because it sometimes turns out to be justified.FINAL THOUGHTSThis might be
an appropriate place to say that consulting with CIA is controversial within the academy. Some
people decline to consult either because doing so would hinder their own research, especially in
the Third World, or because they object to U.S. foreign policy. I have some sympathy with these
positions but believe that over the long run it is better for the country and the world that the
American government be as competent and well informed as it can be.The obvious reply is that
improvement will just enable the United States to do greater harm to others (and, as in Iraq, to
itself). Better guidance toward a bad or even evil goal is not good. This view has some logic but
has to rest on a root-and-branch rejection of American foreign policy. A Marxist would argue that
American policy is driven by the exploitive needs of the capitalist class and will inevitably bring
misery to the world. Others with a more realist bent could argue that exploiting the rest of the
world serves the interests of the entire American population, not just a class, but the result would
be the same infliction of harm.A narrower argument against consulting with CIA is that the
Agency tortures prisoners, engages in covert action, immorally meddles in others’ affairs, and
overthrows governments. But this position makes little sense. Not only is analysis separate from
interrogation and covert action, but these are matters of national policy, established by the
president (and perhaps Congress). CIA carries out the policy but does not make it, and I find it
surprising that people refer to CIA’s undermining or overthrowing other governments, which is
like calling the wars in Vietnam and Iraq actions of the army. It is particularly odd that radicals
attack CIA in this way, since doing so implies that policy would be better if it were under national
direction and obscures the fact that credit or blame should go to the elected leaders, if not to the
broader American political system and the American people.Although my experiences with CIA
have been frustrating, they have also been educational and enjoyable. It remains unclear how
much good my reports did for intelligence, but at least I trust they did no harm. In return, I gained
some understanding of how the system worked and was disabused of several of my naive
notions. I also came to a renewed appreciation of the substance and methods of social science,
which I had come to take for granted. Although social science rarely has the answers—or at
least the right answers—it does have a body of knowledge that should be used, if with some
skepticism, and a disciplined approach to forming questions and using evidence. Part of the
explanation for the failures in Iran and Iraq is the unwillingness or inability of the intelligence and
policymaking communities to take advantage of social science methods, as the next chapters
will show. Part also lies in the continuing and necessary tensions between good intelligence and



policymaking, a topic discussed in the concluding chapter.The Twain quote appears in many
secondary sources, but it is unclear if or where he actually said it. Hayden is quoted in Bob
Woodward, Plan of Attack (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2004), p. 132; Kent’s comment is in “A
Crucial Estimate Relived,” originally published in CIA’s classified Studies in Intelligence in 1964
and reprinted in Sherman Kent and the Board of National Estimates: Collected Essays, ed.
Donald Steury (Washington, D.C.: Center for the Study of Intelligence, Central Intelligence
Agency, 1994), p. 185.[2]Failing to See That the Shah Was in DangerINTRODUCTION,
POSTMORTEM, AND CIA COMMENTSMy dabbling in issues of Soviet policy described in the
previous chapter contributed to my education (more about the American government and policy
than about the USSR), but it did not lead to a major project. At the time when this was becoming
clear, my friend Bob Bowie, director of CIA’s National Foreign Assessment Center (NFAC), was
testifying before Congress that the unrest in Iran, although troubling, seemed to be diminishing.
A few weeks later, however, a new round of riots was so serious that the Shah installed a military
government and arrested several of his regime’s leaders, thereby making it obvious that the
situation was indeed serious. Bowie was curious, to put it mildly, about how he and CIA could
have been so wrong and so asked me to evaluate NFAC’s analysis. (As far as I know, this was
independent of President Carter’s handwritten note to Secretary of State Cyrus Vance, National
Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski, and Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) Stansfield
Turner telling them that he was dissatisfied with the quality of political intelligence.) Bowie paired
me with a senior analyst who was about to retire (and who thus would not suffer any ill effects
from what he might say). But Bowie had little faith in his ability to do the analytic work required:
“Treat him as your research assistant,” he told me. I was taken aback, but unfortunately this
appraisal turned out to be accurate. While my colleague made helpful comments and guided me
through the bureaucratic labyrinth, he wrote only one section (legitimately still classified) that did
not shed much light on the central questions. The few paragraphs that say, “One of us believes
…” or that preface a statement with a blank that would have revealed a name are his and draw
from his previous experience in the Agency. Bowie also gave us a very competent assistant who
could dig out the papers that we needed, not an easy task in the era before files were
electronic.HOW THE REPORT WAS DONEIt was clear that the report should stop in the first
week in November 1978 because that is when the U.S. government became alarmed. The start
date was more arbitrary, but I picked mid-1977 because that is when some minor unrest started,
albeit coming from the secular opposition rather than the forces that later overthrew the Shah.
My colleague and I looked at the reports from the embassy, consulates, and CIA station and
studied the various forms of finished intelligence to see what inferences had been drawn.1 We
supplemented this with interviews with analysts, office managers, and the National Intelligence
Officer (NIO), Robert Ames, a rising star who was to die in the bombing of the Beirut embassy in
1983 but who did not distinguish himself in this case. The people we interviewed were helpful,
although of course I do not know what they withheld. The lead analyst, having been forced into
retirement in the wake of the failure, was particularly forthcoming and friendly. Several of the



other analysts were more guarded, which puzzled me until I realized that their careers, already
damaged, could be further impaired by my report. I was also struck by the fact that their
memories were quite good on substance but were often way off on timing—they could
remember their reactions and evaluations but not when they were formed. This was true even
though some of the events had occurred only three or four months previously. Some of the errors
were self-serving, of course, but not all were, and they were frequent even when sensitive issues
of being right were not at stake, as when the analysts tried to recall when various people traveled
to the region. Events had come so thick and fast that it was simply impossible to keep them
straight.Although the materials I was working with were classified, the existence of my project
was not, as I insisted on being able to tell colleagues and students what I was doing. I needed to
talk to academic experts to learn about Iran, and it would have been inappropriate to do so
without telling them my purpose in case they felt that helping me was a form of helping the CIA,
which they did not want to do. Similarly, some of my graduate students were quite radical, and
although I was not going to give them a veto over my activities, I wanted to allow them to change
advisers if they would feel morally tainted by continuing to work with me. In fact, none of them
cared, and the most radical one simply laughed.WRITING THE REPORTThe work was
straightforward, but a few points may be of interest. First, I believed that because the Iran
intelligence failure was so salient and politicized, the report was sure to leak.2 I therefore decided
—unwisely in retrospect—that although it had been commissioned by Bowie, I would maintain
my independence and not give him periodic progress reports. Perhaps the report would have
had more impact had I kept him informed as I went along, but my initial concern was
compounded when I learned that the colleague who was helping me was a close friend of the
lead Iran analyst and when I also saw that although he and his colleagues had committed a
number of blunders, they were not the complete idiots portrayed in the press. So I feared that the
report would be seen as biased and exculpatory, which meant that it was even more important
for me to maintain complete independence.Collection, Reporting, and PolicyBeing well aware of
bureaucratic power and protocol, Bowie told me to concentrate on judging the quality of the
work in light of the information the analysts had at their disposal and to probe less into the
quality of this information, which would have taken me into the territory of the State Department,
the embassy, and CIA’s Directorate of Operations (DO). Indeed, other agencies were not
informed that the study was under way. Because of these restrictions there were many subjects I
could not get into and many things I could not say. Most obviously, I felt I had to downplay my
criticisms of the collection efforts by the embassy and CIA station in Tehran (the memos by CIA
officials about my report printed below felt I should have said more). The conventional story is
that to avoid antagonizing the Shah, the U.S. government had agreed not to have significant
contacts with the opposition and to get its information on sensitive domestic matters from
SAVAK. Indeed, these “facts” were and still are used to explain why the United States failed to
understand what was happening, but they are wrong. I am sure there were extensive CIA-
SAVAK communications, but I suspect that these largely dealt with the activities of the Tudeh



(Communist) Party. I looked only at reports about internal Iranian politics and the activities of the
opposition, and almost none came from SAVAK. This meant that CIA was under a major
handicap since SAVAK collected extensive information on the protests, which it did not share. As
far as I could tell, CIA never commented on this or alerted intelligence consumers to the fact that
a great deal was going on of which it was unaware, but at least its perspective was not biased by
SAVAK. Bowie told me he thought that one reason we went astray was that we relied on SAVAK,
and so he and other top Agency officials (and policymakers) may have greatly overestimated the
body of information on which the analysts were able to draw. The problem was less that SAVAK
fed us misleading information than that we knew very little.It may be correct that the need to
maintain good relations with SAVAK and the Shah inhibited an aggressive program of gauging
the strength and goals of the opposition (or I should say oppositions, since different factions
were involved). But Agency officials and, as far as I could tell, the State Department never
argued for such a program or complained that restrictions were preventing them from getting
information they needed. My guess is that the U.S. government is rarely well informed about
opposition forces in undemocratic countries, especially when they are as unconventional (by our
standards), as those in Iran. In the first place, to have gathered good information would have
required a diplomatic and covert collection corps with linguistic skills. In fact, however, almost no
Americans on the scene spoke good Farsi. Even if the Shah had not wanted the Americans to be
isolated, they would have been. (Of course, one can argue that without any restrictions, the
United States would have trained more people in Farsi, but I doubt this.) The linguistic barriers
meant that what few and late contacts U.S. officials did have were concentrated on the secular,
middle-class National Front. Unfortunately for American understanding, this group, important as
it had been in an earlier period, played only a small role in the revolution. Furthermore, Iranian
internal politics was not on the priority list established for DO. Much more important were the
security of the secret American facilities that were intercepting Soviet communications and
missile telemetry (the “listening posts”),3 the threat of communism in the region, and the danger
of anti-American terrorism.The weakness of the collection effort meant that the analysts knew
little about what the revolution’s leader, Ayatollah Khomeini, was saying beyond what they could
read in the newspapers. Although his cassette tapes circulated freely in Iran, the embassy and
station were either unable to find them or felt they were of no value. Only one tape was received
even though the leading Agency analyst told the station where in the Tehran bazaar they might
be found.I did not read enough reporting from other capitals to know whether this performance
was markedly below standard. But if this had been the case, I would have expected to hear
complaints. My fear is that what I saw was fairly typical. I would like to believe that things have
greatly improved in the subsequent years, but in fact the increased burden on embassies to
carry out other chores, especially escorting congressional and business delegations, has led to
a decrease in the amount of political reporting.Corridor gossip was that the ambassador in
Tehran, William Sullivan, was an intimidating figure. “He ran a tight ship,” was the phrase I heard.
This certainly is plausible and would explain why reports from the consulates outside Tehran



were more informative and why the embassy reporting become more incisive and worried when
Sullivan was away on home leave in the summer of 1978.The idiosyncrasies of the ambassador
and the limits of what was reported were striking but perhaps not crucial. As far as I know, no
other country was deeply alarmed much before November 1978. In the winter of 1978–79 there
were public reports that months earlier Israeli intelligence had said that things were very serious,
but such cables, if they existed, did not reach the American analysts. I was later told that
significant information from Israel was passed through American military channels to DO, but I
was never able to confirm this. I was also not able to inquire about what oil companies believed.
They had a major stake and a major presence in the country and presumably had a wider range
of contacts than the U.S. government did. But my mandate excluded exploring this question, and
it remains unanswered.My mandate also excluded U.S. policy. The larger issues, such as
whether it was wise to have unstintingly supported the Shah over many years, I will still leave
aside. But a few specific points can be broached. First, much ink has been spilled over what the
United States should have done once it realized that the Shah was in danger. Indeed, these
debates raged while I was writing the report. Although not without interest, they largely miss the
point that by November effective American options had almost entirely disappeared: the Shah
could no longer have brokered a compromise even had the United States pushed for such a
solution, and a military coup would also have been likely to fail.4 Much as American decision
makers want to believe that they can influence the course of events, in this case, by the time they
had a glimpse of what was afoot, it was too late. The descriptions of the horribly contentious and
fragmented American decision-making processes in the winter would be amusing if they were
not so disturbing, but while they tell us a great deal about the Carter administration, there is no
reason to believe that a better process would have yielded an effective policy.5Even before the
situation received high-level attention, the government was divided on the issue of whether the
Shah should be pushed toward greater democracy. Although Brzezinski and others were
skeptical, until November, day-to-day guidance was supplied by the State Department, whose
officials, especially at the working level, urged reforms. It is Political Science 101 that reform from
above is very difficult and often leads to disintegration, as the experience of the former Soviet
president Mikhail Gorbachev reminds us. The general topic is a fascinating one, but what is
relevant here is how it did—or did not—play into intelligence. As my report makes clear, CIA
expected that if instability grew, the Shah would “crack down”— i.e., use massive force. Later I
will discuss why this sensible judgment was in error; the point here is that although cables from
the U.S. embassy made it clear that it was urging the Shah to continue liberalizing, the analysts
never pointed out the discrepancy between what they expected to happen if the situation
deteriorated and the advice the United States was giving.6 The reason is that analysts are not
permitted to comment on American policy. This is understandable since decision makers do not
want kibitzing, but it can be a major defect when the other side’s behavior is strongly influenced
by what the United States is doing.7 The Iran analysts accepted this limitation and internalized it.
Indeed, when I asked them about this discrepancy, they were startled and said they had not



even noticed it.I mentioned this problem only briefly. The first draft had several pages on it,
including full documentation. But as I noted above, I expected the report to be leaked and feared
that this section would stand out and would be seized upon to attack the Carter administration,
which I did not think needed even more bashing. So I deleted most of the detail and just left the
basic point. Had I not been constrained, I would have emphasized the point, which I do think has
general importance. Ironically, the Agency commentators criticized the report for lack of attention
to the political context.Even though I doubt that American policy determined the Shah’s
behavior, I was and still am puzzled by the State Department’s position. Since Bowie did not
want other parts of the government to know what I was doing, I could not talk to people at State,
and nothing I have read later gives me a coherent picture of what these officials were thinking
when they pushed for liberalization. This behavior would have made sense if they had believed
that the regime was strong and skillful enough to carry out this policy. Instead, they seem to have
believed that the regime was not only despicable but also rotten, which means they should have
sounded the alarm early (and State’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research (INR) did take a
pessimistic position). They also should have been hesitant to push for reforms that could have
brought the regime down. Perhaps they shared the impression of some nongovernmental
observers that a revolution would not be disastrous for the United States, that Khomeini would
be moderate and/or not seek to dominate the government, and that the liberal middle-class
reformers would take power.8 In the period covered by my study, these questions did not arise
for CIA because it believed that the Shah’s regime was in no real danger. It is unfortunate that
there were no full and frank discussions during the spring and summer when the United States
had more options.In light of recent controversies, we should ask whether intelligence was highly
politicized—i.e., whether the analysts were pressured by policymakers or, more likely, whether
their knowledge of the extent to which the United States relied on the Shah generated
psychological pressures against seeing that American policy was not working. I do not think
either of these was the case, although some of the CIA commentators on the report have a
somewhat different view. Until early fall of 1978, policymakers were not concerned enough about
Iran to pay any attention to intelligence. Then, as things grew more serious, the administration
was preoccupied with the Camp David negotiations with Israel’s prime minister Begin and
Egypt’s president Sadat. My interviews did not produce any indications that intelligence analysts
suppressed doubts in order to avoid disturbing their superiors or customers, although such
biases, discussed in the Iraq case, can operate without the person’s awareness. If the analysts
did trim their sails, then journalists and other countries’ diplomats who did not feel these
pressures should have been much quicker to understand what was happening. Although I am
sure that one could find some people who were, most journalists reported on the waxing and
waning of the unrest without any greater insight than that shown in the embassy cables or the
intelligence. Similarly, other countries that were not so tied to the Shah do not appear to have
seen the situation any more clearly.SUBSTANCE OF THE REPORTI hope the report speaks for
itself, but before highlighting a few of the main findings and what surprised me, I want to



reassure readers that the parts that are deleted (“redactions” is the term of art) do not change
the story. Many classification markings, references to other documents, and names have been
removed, as has some material provided by other governments or intelligence services. In a few
cases, information from sensitive sources has been deleted. But everything important has been
declassified. Because I wanted to make the report as complete as possible, I included large
sections that quoted and summarized reports from the field and detailed what NFAC drew from
them. In the interests of keeping this chapter to a manageable length I have deleted some of this
material. Such cuts are indicated by ellipses, and are distinguished from redactions which are
marked by angle brackets. The report also included a summary of fifteen pages (unusually long
for a government paper) drawn entirely from the text. I have not printed it on the grounds that
readers of this book are more willing than officials to read the entire document. The only other
changes I have made are to correct typographical errors.9SurprisesThe first surprise was the
paucity of resources dedicated to Iran. There were only two political analysts and two economic
analysts in CIA; neither INR nor the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) had an expert on Iranian
politics, although each did have a person who was nominally responsible. The CIA station in
Tehran was not large and produced little political intelligence. Like many people who did not
know the government from the inside, I had assumed extensive coverage of every country. In
fact, this was out of reach and remains so. During the cold war, only the USSR and, to a lesser
extent, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) were studied by more than a handful of analysts. I
was also surprised that CIA in particular and the government in general did not engage in more
thorough and detailed research.10 There probably was more work of this type on Iran than on
many countries because the lead analyst liked to work in depth, which he could do because
there was little pressure for comments on current happenings. Ironically, in the summer of 1978
he completed a long paper on the religious leadership. But this paper, like much else I saw, was
more descriptive than analytical. It had a lot of facts but did not try to make much of them.Until
the crisis, intelligence on Iran did not receive much of an audience. This also surprised me,
although it should not have. Top officials are incredibly busy, and even thirty years ago, when
they probably read more than is the case now, intelligence about a country that did not require
immediate decisions could not attract many readers. This not only lowered the analysts’ morale
but meant that their reports did not get the kind of questioning and critical scrutiny that could
have helped keep them on their toes. (As the Iraq case shows, attention can be a mixed
blessing, especially when policymakers know the answers they want to hear.)I had expected,
again naively, that even if policymakers did not read long intelligence papers, the members of
the intelligence community would constitute a sort of intellectual community, with people
probing, commenting on, and criticizing one another’s work. In fact, this was not the case, and
contacts among the people working on Iran were relatively infrequent. Some years earlier an
enterprising State Department desk officer had organized a monthly meeting, but such
interactions depended on individual initiative and so were episodic. Contact was also inhibited
by CIA’s physical isolation and the fact that thirty years ago secure telephones were rare and



cumbersome.11 This might not have been so bad if analysts working on different countries had
formed a peer group whose members shared ideas and reviewed one other’s analysis. But the
orientation of the Agency was vertical, not horizontal, and despite the fact that many analysts
moved from one country to another every few years, not only concerns for security but informal
norms militated against these kinds of discussions.Even more startling, there was little
communication between the political analysts on Iran, located in the Office of Political Affairs
(OPA; also known as Office of Regional and Political Affairs, or ORPA) and economic analysts,
housed in the Office of Economic Affairs (OEA). From my perspective, one obvious source of the
unrest was the unstable economic situation.12 This obviously called for joint political and
economic analysis. But little occurred as each group examined its area with little attention to the
political consequences of economic changes or the way in which Iranians might use political
instruments for economic purposes. Interestingly enough, when Ronald Reagan was elected
president and William Casey took over as DCI, he not only replaced NFAC with the Directorate
of Intelligence (DI) but changed its internal organization from a functional to a geographic one,
thereby bringing economic, military, and political analysts into closer contact.13I was also
surprised that CIA had few contacts with academics and other outside experts. Of course the
Vietnam War had generated a great deal of mistrust and hostility, and many academics strongly
objected to American policies or feared that associating with CIA would hamper their foreign
contacts. For their part, CIA analysts anticipated a chilly reception if they reached out to
academics, and they were so accustomed to living in a highly classified world that they had
difficulty talking to people without clearances. Furthermore, despite some lip service, CIA as an
institution did not foster outside contacts. It is worth noting that more contact would not have
been likely to lead CIA to sound the alarm much sooner than it did. Outside experts were just as
blind to what was happening in Iran as were the analysts, partly because they shared the same
assumptions, which I will note below. Indeed, at one point the Agency did consult Iranian
experts, and while some of them had different political preferences and a greater sense of the
strength of anti-Shah sentiment, in harmony with prevailing social science theories they saw the
opposition in terms of a liberal, modernizing, middle class. There was little understanding of
what was really happening in Iran.Another surprise concerned a different aspect of the relations
between CIA and scholars. I had expected analysts to work in a manner not unlike that of
academics. Both groups are, after all, trying to make sense of the world. But in the Iranian case
and many others involving the politics of a country, despite being called analysts, CIA officers
writing on Iran were more like journalists than social scientists. That is, they drew heavily on their
sources and tried to construct a coherent story. Use of explicit methodologies and analytical
frameworks, drawing on generalizations, and posing of alternative hypotheses were foreign to
most of them. They would utilize multiple kinds of information and sometimes note trends and
changes, but they kept close to their sources. If the cables from the field explicitly pointed to a
conclusion, the analysts would draw it, but rarely would they go much beyond, let alone against,
the incoming information.A final and related surprise was the importance of the norms, informal



organizational dynamics, and incentive structure that characterized the production of
intelligence. I am told that on reading my report, one CIA official said, “Jervis is an expert on
misperception, so it is no wonder that he found it.” He was not completely wrong, but it is this
remark more than the report that illustrates the propensity for people to see what they expected.
What I hope comes through in my report is not only the perceptual problems but also the general
sense that the organization was not run in a way that would encourage thoughtful political
analysis. Putting aside the Soviet and perhaps Chinese areas, which of course were the largest
and most important to the Agency, in-depth research was unusual, and probing for alternative
explanations of what was happening was very rare. The incentives were to publish in the
National Intelligence Daily (NID) (now the Senior Executive Intelligence Brief, or SEIB) and the
President’s Daily Brief (PDB), although the latter then did not have the depth or prominence that
it later achieved under President George W. Bush. These briefings are like newspaper stories,
designed to tell the reader what has just happened. There is no space for background and
perspective, let alone analysis of alternative possibilities, evaluation of the quality of the
evidence, or a discussion of the reasoning behind the conclusions. Consistent with this culture,
there was little peer review. Review there was, but it was hierarchical, as nothing went out the
door of CIA without oversight by several levels of managers. It does not appear that these were
analytically probing, however.Of course my objections rest in part on the implicit model of an
intelligence agency as resembling a university, but this may not be foolish. For all their faults,
universities and academic disciplines do a good job of developing knowledge, and they do this
in part by a rigorous system of peer review. This is why I asked CIA to allow me to present my
draft at a meeting with three experienced analysts and three outsiders. Almost all postmortems
have called for more peer reviewing, and indeed, major estimates now not only are scrutinized
by the entire National Intelligence Council but are commented on by informed outsiders. But this
cannot substitute for sustained internal peer review throughout the organization, of which there
was none on Iran in 1978. Today there is more of this, but it is still not enough.Four Major
ErrorsThe report details the problems with the analysis that I found, and here I want to note four
key factors. First, some of the central beliefs held by intelligence were disconfirmable. One major
reason why the analysts did not think the situation was dangerous was that the Shah had not
cracked down. If it were dangerous, they reasoned, he would do so. The very absence of a
massive response then led them to conclude that the situation, although unpleasant, remained
under control. This inference was not foolish. Indeed, a good social scientist would have argued
that revolutions cannot succeed in the face of functioning and effective security forces, and as I
will discuss below, it was not until months after the revolution that crucial facts came to light that
might have explained why the Shah did not use them. But what the analysts failed to realize was
that they could discover that this belief was incorrect only if the crisis became very severe. In
parallel, the important belief that the opposition was such a diverse group that it would eventually
split could be shown to be false only when it was too late. This meant that analysts lacked early
warning indicators and, even worse, neither they nor the policymakers knew that this was the



case.Second, the analysts—and everyone else—believed that the Shah was strong and
decisive and would not shy away from what he needed to do. American and other diplomats saw
the Shah as a self-confident, even arrogant, leader who would not waver. As I will note below,
only subsequently did scholars paint a different picture of the Shah, drawing on his youth and
behavior in the 1953 coup. Had analysts gone back over this history or had they read the
assessments written in the 1950s and 1960s, they would have seen a different Shah, as CIA
officials noted in their comments on my report.Third, no one in or out of the government
understood the role of religion and Khomeini. The senior Iranian political analyst had a great
interest in the religious establishment and had conducted thorough if descriptive research on
this subject, but he did not perceive the beginnings of what we would now call radical or
fundamentalist Islam. Hindsight of course is easy, but perhaps he and others should have
realized that the Shah’s clamping down on all other forms of opposition meant that the religious
leaders could become focal points for antiregime sentiment and activities. The main difficulty
was that analysts, like everyone else at the time, underestimated the potential if not existing role
of religion in many societies. Although modernization theory had taken a battering by the late
1970s, it still seemed inconceivable that anything as retrograde as religion, especially
fundamentalist religion, could be crucial.Finally, the role of nationalism and its twin, anti-
Americanism, was missed and misunderstood because CIA associated these forces with
terrorism, a danger that was of primary concern. Analysts were aware that Khomeini had led
violent protests against the status-of-forces agreement governing the small American military
presence in Iran in 1964 (although when I asked to see the CIA analyses of these events, I was
told it would take weeks to retrieve them from dead storage), and they took comfort from the fact
that this pattern was not recurring. What they and most others missed was that Iranian
nationalism had turned not against the United States directly but against the Shah because he
was seen as an American puppet. Perhaps if the embassy and CIA officers had filled the
analysts’ requests for more of Khomeini’s tapes or had been able to talk to people in the streets,
bazaars, and mosques, intelligence would have detected this dynamic. But people were slow to
understand how nationalism was functioning, especially because everyone in the United States
knew that the Shah was anything but a puppet.Anticipating RevolutionsAs the previous points
indicate, CIA was not good at determining the causes or the extent of the revolutionary impulses
in Iran. Neither this nor the subsequent (and probably ineffective) call for American intelligence
to be in better touch with mass opinion should be surprising. For one thing, predicting
revolutions is very hard. They are not well understood by social science and almost by definition
must come as a surprise to many informed observers, especially those in authority. If the latter
understood what was coming, they would flee, use force, or make concessions.14 While those
who would try to make a revolution must make themselves believe that success is possible,
most people must remain in doubt because revolutions arise not from a simple aggregation of
desires and action but from a complex interaction among large number of individuals, groups,
and centers of power. Anthony Parsons, the British ambassador at the time, gets at part of this



when he says that “we were under no illusions about the popularity of the regime.… Where we
went wrong was that we did not anticipate that the various rivulets of opposition, each of which
had a different reason for resenting the Shah’s rule, would eventually combine into a mighty
stream of protest.”15 But these groups did not act independently of one another because what
each did depended in part on what it thought others would do: beliefs about a revolution’s
prospects of success are central, volatile, and subject to self-fulfilling dynamics.16Although
intelligence organizations do not like to recognize it, they rarely have special advantages in
understanding revolutions and general political developments. CIA and its counterparts are in
the business of stealing secrets, but secrets are rarely at the heart of revolutions.17 This is not to
say that confidential information is completely irrelevant. As I will discuss later, there was a
secret that helps explain the Shah’s behavior, better access to the government’s inner workings
might have indicated that a full crackdown was unlikely, and agents or listening devices close to
Khomeini could have told CIA much about the thinking and intentions of the revolutionaries. But
even this information would not have predicted how the public would react, which was the crucial
factor, and indeed Khomeini himself was wrong in some of his estimates.18 Spying on the
secular opposition also was possible, but any secrets gained would have been misleading
because these groups were as misinformed as U.S. intelligence was.Better nonsecret
information would have helped more. Mingling with the demonstrators and talking to the rank
and file in the opposition might have shown the breadth and depth of the hatred of the Shah, the
power of nationalism, and the role of religious leaders as focal points. But even with the relevant
linguistic and interpersonal skills, it is unclear how much any foreigner could have learned,
although American diplomats serving in the consulates outside Tehran did provide better
information because they mixed with people across much more of the social
spectrum.CHANGESThe obvious question is the extent to which the Agency has changed since
the late 1970s. I cannot offer anything like a full answer because the only subsequent case I
studied in detail was that of Iraqi WMD (see chapter 3), and it was of a very different type. For
what it is worth, however, my impression is that there has been significant improvement. Despite
all the errors discussed in chapter 3, the levels of competence and professionalism seem higher
than they were in 1978. Of course, the issue of Iraqi WMD in 2002–2003 was much more
important than Iranian politics was in 1978 and thus received many more resources and was
subject to more in-depth research and more vigorous debate. It could be that if one were to look
at intelligence today on a country with the same level of priority that Iran had in 1978, things
would look much the same. Nevertheless, my sense is that there has been an improvement in
the general level of training, analytical sophistication, and openness to outside views, in part as
a reaction to the Iraq failure. The basic culture remains, however, and will be discussed in
chapter 4.HOW MY REPORT WAS RECEIVEDThis section can be quite short because as far as
I could tell at the time, there was no substantive reaction to my report. What I heard was nothing
— literally nothing, not even a pro forma thank you, let alone a request to come and discuss the
report. Even though I had become accustomed to some of the strange habits of CIA, this did



seem odd. When I was back at CIA headquarters on some other business about six months
later, I asked to see Helene Boatner, the head of OPA. We had a nice talk, and she said, “I know
that our not having gotten back to you must confirm all your worst suspicions about our desire to
change. But let me reassure you. We have taken your report very seriously and soon are going
to have a retreat with top managers and will ask you to join us to talk about what we should do.”
That was the last I heard.As I mentioned, I thought that if the report leaked, it would be attacked
as being too soft on the Agency. Thus I was surprised to hear the rumor that DCI Turner and his
deputies considered it an extremely harsh indictment. In fact, they initially refused to let anyone
other than the top officials see it. Since I had written it so that it might be of value to middle-level
managers and working-level analysts, I thought this was a waste. After a while, it was released
and used in the new training courses that were being instituted. Some friends have said that
through this channel the report eventually was widely read and had a noticeable impact.I now
know a bit more about how the report was received because I have just read the memos that are
printed in this book, with a few redactions and the omission of some summaries. They can now
speak for themselves, and I have only a little to add. It appears that Bowie asked for comments
only from the former NIO for the area, David Blee, and the three members of the Senior Review
Panel (SRP). I assume that Blee is correct in saying that I was wrong to assert that the National
Intelligence Estimate (NIE) was started as part of a preset schedule, but my main point remains
that it was not triggered by deep concern or an understanding that the situation was unstable.
The members of the SRP had much more to say. This is not surprising since they were
experienced and, while familiar with the Agency, were outsiders.A volume in the
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Review Board, but nothing of substance was deleted or would have been added if I had not had
to submit it.AcknowledgmentsI would like to thank Richard Betts, Elbridge Colby, Dan Caldwell,
Michael Herman, Deborah Larson, Melvyn Leffler, Rose McDermott, Paul Pillar, Marc
Trachtenberg, James Wirtz, and several members of the intelligence community for ideas and
comments. John Collinge was very helpful in overseeing the declassification of my Iran report
and the memoranda associated with it. The staff of the Arnold A. Saltzman Institute of War and
Peace Studies provided invaluable assistance throughout. An early version of Chapter 3
appeared as “Reports Politics and Intelligence Failure: The Case of Iraq,” in Journal of Strategic
Studies 29, no. 1 (2006): 3–52, . This book has been cleared by CIA’s Publications Review
Board, but nothing of substance was deleted or would have been added if I had not had to
submit it.[1]Adventures in IntelligenceThe trouble with this world is not that people know too
little, but that they know so many things that ain’t so.—Mark TwainIf it were a fact, it wouldn’t be
intelligence.—General Michael Hayden, then head of National Security AdministrationWe
missed the Soviet decision to put missiles into Cuba because we could not believe that
Khrushchev could make such a mistake.—Sherman KentFailure may be an orphan, but it is
often a closely observed one. This is especially true for failures of intelligence, which tend to be
as misunderstood as they are berated. They clearly are important. Despite the fact that most
theories of international politics assume that actors see the world fairly accurately, many wars
are preceded if not caused by failures to predict what others will do, and almost by definition
crises involve intelligence failures.1 For members of the general public, intelligence failures are
of course upsetting because they are often linked to costly policy failures. The public often
blames intelligence agencies, a propensity that policymakers are happy to encourage because it
shifts the responsibility away from them.2This book examines in detail two major intelligence
failures: the inability of CIA and the wider intelligence community to understand the turmoil in
Iran leading up to the overthrow of the Shah in 1979 and the misjudgment of Iraq’s programs of
weapons of mass destruction (WMD) in the period preceding the 2003 war. Before saying a bit
about them, I should discuss the concept of intelligence failure, which is not as unambiguous as
one might expect.3MEANINGS OF INTELLIGENCE FAILUREThe most obvious sense of
intelligence failure is a mismatch between the estimates and what later information reveals. This
is simultaneously the most important and least interesting sense of the term. It is most important
because to the extent that policy depends on accurate assessments, almost the only thing that
matters is accuracy.In two ways the brute fact of the intelligence failure is uninteresting, however.
First, it does not take much analysis to decide that there was a failure; all that is required is the
observation that subsequent events did not match the assessments. Second, the fact that
intelligence often is in error does not surprise scholars and should not surprise policymakers.
Although most attention has been paid to surprise attacks because these failures are so
traumatic, broadening the focus reveals many more cases, starting with the report in the Bible
that the spies that Moses sent to the land of Israel overestimated the strength of the enemies to
be found there.4 As I will discuss further in the concluding chapter, the existence of failures is



unfortunate but not mysterious. Intelligence is a game between hiders and finders, and the
former usually have the easier job. Intentions, furthermore, often exist only in a few heads and
are subject to rapid change. Deception is fairly easy, and the knowledge that it is possible
degrades the value of accurate information, as we will see in the Iraq case.5The second sense
of failure is a falling short of what we expect from good intelligence. Judgments here must be
much more subjective, and we need to separate collection from analysis because what can be
expected from the latter depends in part on what information is available. We also need to
distinguish what could have been collected given the technical means and agents available at
one point in time from what might have been within reach had different decisions been made
earlier—e.g., had the United States made the recruitment of sources within Iraq a priority in the
1990s. It is particularly difficult to know what can reasonably be expected in the way of
collection, however, given the limitations imposed by technology and the difficulty in recruiting
informed and reliable sources. Thus while it is clear that Iraq was a case of collection failure in
that the evidence collected was scattered, ambiguous, and often misleading, it is harder to say
whether it was a failure in terms of what is usual and whether reforms can produce marked
improvement.The second part of judging an intelligence failure is whether the analysts made
good use of the information at hand, which is the topic of much of this book. The consensus is
that there were many egregious errors in both the Iran and Iraq cases and that intelligence bears
a significant responsibility for the policy failures. My summary view, however, is that while there
were errors and analysis could and should have been better, the result would have been to make
the intelligence judgments less certain rather than to reach fundamentally different conclusions.
Furthermore, better intelligence would not have led to an effective policy. This argument is
psychologically disturbing and politically unacceptable because it implies that intelligence errors
can never be eliminated, makes blame hard to allocate,6 shifts more responsibility to the
political leaders, and indicates that the burdens of uncertainty under which they and intelligence
labor are even greater than is generally acknowledged.I believe that the unwillingness to
confront these realities helps explain why most accounts of these and other cases imply that
fixing the intelligence machinery will solve the problems. Politically this makes a good deal of
sense; intellectually it does not. We like to think that bad outcomes are to be explained by bad
processes and that the good use of evidence will lead to the correct conclusion, but as we will
see, the prevailing reasoning often is done backwards: the fact that the answers were incorrect
shows that procedures and ways of thinking must have been flawed. Even after correcting the
significant errors, the most warranted inference may be incorrect; intelligence failures in the first
sense should not be automatically seen as failures in the second sense. Improvements are
possible, however, and intelligence and postmortems on failures can benefit from using
standard social science methods. As the succeeding chapters will show, in many cases both
intelligence and criticisms of it have only a weak understanding of the links between evidence
and inferences and the most secure routes to drawing conclusions. More specifically, they do
not formulate testable hypotheses and so often rely on beliefs that cannot be falsified, leave



crucial assumptions unexplicated and unexamined, fail to ask what evidence should be present
if their arguments are correct, ignore the diagnostic value of absent evidence, and fail to employ
the comparative method and so assert causation without looking at instances in which the
supposed causal factor was absent as well as at cases in which it is present. All too often,
intelligence and critics rely on intuitive ways of thinking and rhetorical forms of exposition. More
careful, disciplined, and explicit reasoning will not automatically yield the right answers but will
produce better analysis, do a better job of revealing where the key differences of opinion lie, and
increase the chances of being correct.THE IRANIAN AND IRAQI CASESAlthough my analysis
of the Iranian and Iraqi cases draws on generalizations and other cases, it cannot establish how
typical they are. But I think five points are clear. First, these cases are very important in
themselves, being linked to policies that have had deep and lasting impact. This is not to say
that the intelligence failures directly and completely explain American policies, let alone the
outcomes. In the Iran case, even if the United States had been aware of the problems earlier, it
might not have had viable options because the driving dynamics within Iran were largely immune
to external interventions. Furthermore, the American government was so deeply divided that
forewarning might not have led to the development of a policy that was coherent, let alone
effective. In Iraq, although the belief that Saddam had active programs to develop WMD was
central to the arguments for his overthrow, it is unlikely that any intelligence that was true to the
information available would have produced a different decision. Nevertheless, these two
misjudgments are central to the way the history unfolded, and I do not think I am alone in being
curious as to how they occurred.Examining these cases is especially important because the
generally accepted views of them are incorrect. The failure to see that the Shah’s regime was in
grave danger is often attributed to the posited fact that CIA received most of its information from
SAVAK (the Shah’s secret police) and the misleading estimates of Saddam’s WMD programs
are commonly explained by the political pressures exerted by the Bush administration. As I will
show, these claims cannot be sustained. Furthermore, it is generally believed that intelligence
not only was wrong but made glaring errors in that much evidence was ignored and the
reasoning employed was embarrassingly deficient. In fact, although the analysts did commit
significant errors, their inferences were not unreasonable, and indeed at several points actually
made more sense out of the information than did the alternative conclusions that turned out to
be correct.Third, although the cases had unique aspects, they exemplify at least some of the
organizational routines and ways of thinking that characterize much of political and social life.
Here as elsewhere, what people saw in the evidence was strongly influenced by their
expectations and needs.7 Of course, one reply is that it is the expectations generated by my
own previous work that leads me to this conclusion, but I doubt that this is the whole story. It
would be surprising if intelligence organizations and the individuals who compose them were to
think in ways that were radically different from everyone else, and one of the themes of this book
is that political psychology is an indispensable tool for understanding how governments see the
world and make decisions. Although we cannot simply carry over what we have learned from



other forms of decision making, such as how people vote or how businesses decide to invest—
let alone how college sophomores respond in the laboratory—we need to take full account of
how politics and psychology interact. We are dealing with human beings who have to make
sense of overwhelming amounts of confusing information and to do so in a realm with its own set
of incentives and pressures, and its own organizational culture.Even if these cases are similar to
those of other intelligence failures, the fourth point is that these studies confront a basic
methodological problem in the inferences we can draw. Looking only at failures constitutes
“searching on the dependent variable,” a methodological shortcoming that makes it impossible
to test causal arguments because it lacks the comparisons to cases of success that are
necessary to determine whether factors that seem important are unique to cases of failure.
Nevertheless, analysis of failures allows us to detect how people and units went astray and often
permits comparisons within each case that establish the plausibility of causal claims.Fifth and
finally, although we are not in a position to estimate the frequency of intelligence failures (and
both the numerator and the denominator would be difficult to determine), it is clear that they are
not rare events. There is no reason to believe that they have become less frequent over time,
and their recurrence indicates that even if particular instances could have been avoided, the
general phenomenon cannot. Even if intelligence officers and decision makers become better
social scientists, they will continue to deal with problems more difficult than those facing
scholars and to do so with much less reliable information. Even if they read the information with
care and know the relevant generalizations, the latter always have exceptions. Indeed, many
intelligence failures concern such exceptions,8 and this was true for the cases of Iran and
Iraq.The plan of the book is straightforward. The rest of this chapter tells the story of how I came
to the subject. Although my first two books dealt with deception and perception, topics that
obviously overlapped with intelligence, I had no intention of doing any case studies until I got
drawn into consulting for CIA, initially on the problem of discerning Soviet intentions, and what I
saw in those months taught me much about how intelligence was and is conducted. The main
part of the next chapter is the study I did on why the CIA was slow to see that the Shah might fall.
Written in the spring of 1979, this is an original document that has just been declassified. I also
include the memoranda written by CIA officials in response to the report. To place it in context,
elucidate some ideas that I felt constrained from discussing in a government document, and say
a bit about how the report was received and what scholars now think about the case, I have
added an introductory section. Chapter 3 is a study of the Iraq WMD intelligence failure. This,
too, grows out of work I did for the government, but thanks to the enormous amount of material
declassified in official postmortems, I can present the analysis now rather than waiting thirty
years.Chapter 4 starts by discussing broader issues of the contested relations between
policymakers and intelligence. The former find the weaknesses of the latter both troubling and
reassuring. They are troubling for obvious reasons but are also reassuring in that they allow the
policymakers to follow their own preferences and intuitions when these diverge from intelligence
and give them a handy scapegoat when things go wrong. Indeed, despite the fact that decision



makers always say they want better intelligence, for good political and psychological reasons
they often do not, which is part of the explanation for why intelligence reforms are rarely fully
implemented. I then turn to a range of reforms, both those that are overrated and those that
involve greater training and infusion of social science and are worthy of more attention.INITIAL
CONTACTMy first association with CIA came, appropriately enough, surreptitiously. In the
summer of 1961 I went on a student exchange to the Soviet Union (which produced my wife as
well as some interesting experiences). Prior to the group’s departure, we received several
briefings. Only one had much political content, and it stuck in my mind because as the trip
progressed it became clear that none of my colleagues had sufficient political knowledge and
skills to engage in serious discussions with the Soviet citizens we met, largely in staged settings.
So this was left to me, and my Soviet hosts found me sufficiently argumentative that they
assumed I was a CIA agent. On my return, I wrote the organization that had briefed us
complaining that we were not putting our best foot forward.I now assume that this organization
was a CIA front. Not only does this fit with what we now know about how the U.S. government
waged the cold war, but the following spring, when I was a senior at Oberlin College, I got a
phone call from someone who identified himself as “with an agency of the federal government,”
asking to meet me in front of the Oberlin Inn. Naive as I was, I knew this could only be the
Agency. My hunch was confirmed by the fact that the gentleman was wearing a trench coat and
that upon entering his room, he turned on the TV and moved it so it was facing the wall, thereby
foiling any listening devices planted by Soviet agents who had penetrated the wilds of Ohio. He
asked if I could do something for the U.S. government that summer (I assume this would have
been attending the Helsinki youth festival). I was shocked, not because of such a request but
because I had agreed to be a summer intern in the State Department and assumed that one part
of the federal government would know what another part was doing. I’m afraid that my
knowledge of how the government worked was excessively abstract.One other aspect of my trip
to the Soviet Union intersected with my later work for the CIA. In recent years, I have chaired its
Historical Review Panel (HRP), which advises the Agency on declassifying documents of
historical value. Under an executive order issued by President Clinton, materials at least twenty-
five years old are to be reviewed for declassification, which is how my Iran postmortem was
released. The project is an enormous one, involving the review of millions of pages a year, and
starting such an enterprise from scratch was especially challenging. The officials in charge
therefore decided to begin with material that would be relatively easy to declassify, including the
extensive collection of photographs CIA had gotten from travelers to the Soviet Union, which
were deemed useful for compiling all sorts of routine information and training agents who would
be inserted into the country. Not odd, I guess, but I sat up and took notice when we were shown
samples, because in 1961 I was an amateur photographer and Soviet officials had told us of all
the structures we could not photograph (e.g., bridges, train stations, and police stations). I
thought this was a marvelous example of paranoia, and partly for this reason I took pictures of
this type. I never did find out whether any of them ended up in the collection, but it was a nice



reminder that even paranoids have enemies.CONSULTING FOR CIAMy next encounter came
fifteen years later. In the interim, I had written one book about signaling and deception and
another about perception and misperception, topics of obvious interest to CIA.9 Furthermore,
after Jimmy Carter’s election, a former Harvard colleague, Robert Bowie, had become director
of CIA’s National Foreign Assessment Center (NFAC) (what before and after this period was the
Directorate of Intelligence). In the spring of 1977, Bowie asked me to serve for a year as a
scholar in residence. This was an intriguing opportunity, but it was not clear exactly what I would
do because I was not an expert in a region or the nuts and bolts of military power. I realized that,
in all immodesty, what I was an expert on was how to draw inferences about other states’
intentions, which covered a great deal of NFAC’s mandate. I therefore proposed that I would
serve as Bowie’s special assistant, reviewing major reports for their quality. Bowie liked the idea
but a week later reported that his security experts objected. In retrospect, I think I know why: at
this time CIA was receiving information from two extraordinarily sensitive sources. We had
tapped into Soviet undersea cables that carried high-grade material on Soviet naval matters,
and a Polish colonel, Ryszard Kuklinski, was providing the United States with a treasure trove of
the Warsaw Pact’s plans and other documents.10 Since there didn’t seem to be another
assignment attractive enough to merit moving my family to Washington, Bowie and I agreed that
I would become a consultant, spend a couple of weeks at the Agency, and see what
developed.Despite my participation in the student exchange to the USSR and my later role in
the Free Speech Movement as a graduate student at Berkeley, the clearance procedure
proceeded relatively smoothly and quickly (the latter characteristic being especially unusual).
There was one hitch, however. When I appeared for my polygraph, the examiner asked whether
anyone other than a member of my immediate family lived in my house, and I replied that not
only did we have a live-in housekeeper/babysitter but that she was an illegal immigrant. This
stopped the proceedings because the background check had missed this. The omission was
striking because the officers had talked to my neighbors, who knew our arrangement, which was
common in middle-class Los Angeles. Keeping to myself the lack of faith in our procedures that
this lapse engendered, I had to endure a week of being cleared only through the Secret level,
which not only greatly restricted the documents I could read but also meant that I had to be
escorted everywhere, giving me an annoying if fortunately brief taste of what it is like to be a
second-class citizen.Once the oversight was rectified and I passed my polygraph, I was told that
someone from the office of security wanted to see me. This did not seem like good news, and I
was taken upstairs to see a young man who was carrying a thick file that I realized was my life’s
history. But instead of asking embarrassing questions, he explained that he was taking a course
in which several of my writings were assigned and he simply wanted to meet me! That
accomplished, I could set to work.Soviet AnalysisBowie and his colleagues decided that the
place for me was a small group in the Office of Strategic Research (OSR) that dealt with Soviet
intentions. As I learned later, it was atypical, staffed entirely by PhDs and headed by a gifted and
charismatic leader, Vernon Lanphier, who tragically died of cancer ten years later. Vern had been



brought into CIA from the navy, and he had previously chaired a task force on Soviet civil
defense, an important component of the debate then raging about Soviet strategic capabilities
and intentions. As he explained to me, it had been an arduous job to reach consensus because
of the fragmented nature of the information and the high political stakes, but the group finally
succeeded in producing a document that everyone could live with. The two crucial components
of the estimate of how many people the Soviets could protect in case of a U.S. attack were the
size of the shelters and square footage per person that was allocated (the “packing factor,” as it
was called). Vern explained that six months or so after the estimate was published, a defector
came out who provided credible evidence that they had overestimated (or underestimated, I
can’t remember which) the packing factor by 50 percent. He reported this to the leaders of the
departmental teams that had produced the estimate and told them, “We can either spend a year
going back over all the material or we can change our estimate of the area of the shelters by 50
percent in the other direction, and so leave the bottom line unchanged.” Bureaucratic politics and
human nature being what they are, everyone quickly agreed to the latter alternative.With great
excitement, I started reading the finished intelligence on the Soviet Union but soon was
disappointed. I had expected both better raw information and better analysis. (Remember,
however, that I, like most CIA analysts, lacked access to the material from Kuklinski and the
undersea cables.) What was available at the standard code-word level (i.e., drawing on
overhead photography and signals intelligence) did yield a great deal of information that was
vital in providing confidence that the United States would not be taken by surprise by major
improvements in Soviet military posture, but our understanding of Soviet defense and foreign
policy remained sharply limited. With a few exceptions, the arguments and even evidence being
mustered were quite similar to those available outside the government (in part because much
secret evidence is soon made public).Because of my previous work on deception and the
central role it played in debates over Soviet policy, I looked for what I assumed would be the
many classified volumes on this subject. I found remarkably little. There was one long paper by
David Sullivan, but it stretched the evidence, implied enormous skill on the Soviet part, reduced
its credibility by its shrill tone, and, to top it off, was badly written.11 I did think it was worth more
careful scrutiny than it received, however, and Sullivan himself soon lost his security clearances
because he leaked extremely sensitive information to Senator Henry Jackson’s office. My hunch
is that American analysts, and probably those in other countries as well, resist taking deception
as seriously as they should because doing so would make their already-difficult task even more
trying. They work with fragmentary and contradictory information, and they could end up
paralyzed if on top of this they had to fully consider that much of what they were seeing was
staged for their benefit. The possibility that some parts of the adversary’s government are
misinformed or are deceiving other parts (what is known as Red-on-Red deception) is likely to
be ignored because it, too, can undercut the validity of what would otherwise be very valuable
intelligence. On the other hand, as we will see in the case of the misjudgment of Iraq’s WMD
programs, deception will be credited when it is convenient to assume that crucial evidence is



missing not because it does not exist but because the adversary is concealing it.Almost by
definition, finding deception is very difficult, and searching for it can be corrosive because it
leads to downgrading much valid and valuable information. Furthermore, in many cases states
forego opportunities for deception, perhaps because they are too complicated or could end up
revealing too much valid information, in part because if deception is discovered the other side
will learn what the state was trying to lead it to believe, which is likely to be untrue. Thus it now
seems that although the Soviets knew about the Anglo-American tunnel tapping into Soviet
military cables under East Berlin in 1955, they never used this knowledge to feed us false
information. (Even more striking is the fact that it appears that the Soviets never made use of the
information they gleaned when they bugged the American embassy in Moscow in the
mid-1950s.)12 Nevertheless, I was surprised by how little concerted attention CIA gave to this
problem. To take just one example, about six months after the launch of the new KH-11 spy
satellite, the United States learned to its horror that an Agency employee, William Kampiles, had
sold the Soviets CIA’s operating manual (for the paltry sum of $3,000 at that). This unfortunate
turn of events would have given the United States the ability to systematically compare what the
satellite saw in the period when the Soviets knew its capabilities but the United States did not
realize this, and what was observed later, when the Soviets knew that we knew that the
capabilities were no longer secret. In this way we might have learned about Soviet deception
goals, strategies, and techniques. As far as I know, however, we did not do such a study.In the
late 1970s the Agency launched a large project on deception. (The Defense Department’s Office
of Net Assessment probably was involved as well because its director, Andy Marshall, was very
interested in deception and had commissioned several unclassified historical studies of the
subject.) I was involved on the margins and thought the project was promising. It was canceled
just as it was beginning to make progress, although later the Agency did do more to track the
Soviets’ activities.I learned more about the nuts and bolts of analysis of Soviet strategic
programs when I did the Iran study. Because I was teaching at UCLA, I did my reading and
writing at a CIA facility made famous by being the site of major espionage some years earlier, a
story told by Robert Lindsey in The Falcon and The Snowman. As this book explains, this group
was engaged in technical analysis of Soviet missile programs through overhead photography
and telemetry from Soviet missile tests. I was looked on by these people as a bit odd—not only
was I doing something very political, but I was writing a long paper rather than producing a
briefing (even in that pre-PowerPoint era people kept asking about my slides). Nevertheless, the
arrangement was convenient, and I was befriended by a veteran photographic interpreter, which
meant that on my breaks I could wander into his office, hear his stories, and examine interesting
photographs, which of course were hard to figure out until he told me what I was looking at.I
learned a lot about Soviet missile programs from him, and one story has wider significance. We
were talking about how blast-resistant Soviet silos were, and after he explained how some of the
data from overhead photography fed into the calculation, he added, “But I think the official figure
is too high. From what I can tell from the pictures, Soviet construction techniques are very sloppy



and the concrete in the silos often has not set properly.” Although of course American
calculations had to be done conservatively, I wonder how high up the bureaucratic chain this
information went.Another incident reminded me of how government works. The initial analyses
of Soviet missile tests were posted on a bulletin board in the most protected vault, and one day
there was a report that indicated a significant increase in accuracy. This was important in light of
the fierce debates about the vulnerability of American land-based systems. Although some of
the people I talked to said that our missiles were already vulnerable and that this increment in
accuracy would not matter much, this still was dramatic news, and it was classified at a higher
level of secrecy than I had ever seen. As I read it, I realized that when I covered this material in
class, I would have to be take great care not reveal this new development. I did not have to
worry; it appeared in the next morning’s newspapers.Advantages of Being a ConsultantMy
position as a consultant gave me an unusual perspective. Although I was based at the working
level, my anomalous status, sponsorship by the head of NFAC, and academic connections
allowed me access to all levels of the organization. I was able to see how information was filtered
and how people at different levels misunderstood one another. At one point Arnold Horelick,
National Intelligence Officer (NIO) for Soviet affairs, produced a paper arguing that the Soviets
were very optimistic about their prospects, especially in the Third World.13 I talked it over with
him, and he said that while he believed the conclusions, he had not meant to be dogmatic and
wanted to stimulate discussion within the Agency. When I relayed this to one of my colleagues at
the working level, he laughed and said that Horelick, who was an experienced Soviet analyst but
was new to CIA, did not understand how the Agency operated. “When something like that
comes down from the NIO, we have to take it as established.”Another advantage of being a
consultant was that I was able to talk to people in other parts of the government. I was struck by
the importance of networks, which again should not have surprised me. Since I was working on
questions of Soviet intentions and capabilities, it was important to talk to people in Defense,
State, and the National Security Council (NSC). But I didn’t know where or how to start. So Vern
sent me to those who were his professional and personal friends. Many of them had studied with
William Kaufmann at MIT, as Vern had. Indeed, I found that the hawk and dove camps within the
government heavily overlapped with networks of students who had studied with Albert
Wohlstetter at the University of Chicago and Kaufmann, respectively. I was passed along
through the Kaufmann network, and my entree was facilitated not only by Vern’s sponsorship but
by my own political views and the fact that I had known Kaufmann when I was at Harvard.One
specific incident proved even more profitable to me, literally as well as figuratively. One day I
went to the Pentagon to see a former student who was working in Program Analysis and
Evaluation, the office that carried out the systems analysis begun in the years when Robert
McNamara was secretary of defense. I was particularly interested in whether the United States
needed to develop a powerful successor intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) to the
Minuteman, an issue that was part of the broad hawk-dove debate. Although my inclination was
to be skeptical, I had assumed that the proponents had a good case based on classified



information, and so I asked my friend to show me what he had. He gave me one paper, which I
found superficial and totally unsatisfactory. When I told him this, he grumbled a bit, dug deeper
into his desk, and handed me a thicker packet. After half an hour I gave it back to him and said
that while this was a bit better, it still did not address the serious questions. He replied, “Bob, you
have just seen the best paper in the government on this subject. In fact, it is so thorough and
careful that no one outside this office will bother to read it.” I really was shocked. So on the
airplane back to California that evening I outlined an article that I originally thought of as “Why
Minuteman Vulnerability Doesn’t Matter.” Thinking about it more, I realized that the topic was
broader: it really was “Why Nuclear Superiority Doesn’t Matter.” My article with this title was
published in Political Science Quarterly and writing it provoked me to go deeper into the subject,
which led to The Illogic of American Nuclear Strategy and, a few years later, The Meaning of the
Nuclear Revolution.14 The latter won the Grawemeyer Award for the best book of the year
dealing with ideas for improving world order, which provided a handsome stipend.But these
activities also carried a penalty. Although my writings did not receive a great deal of public
attention, they were noticed by people engaged in disputes within Washington. Thus when I was
asked to consult on an interesting nuclear strategy project in the mid-1980s, I was informed that
the security officer doubted that I could be cleared (my clearances having lapsed when I
stopped consulting for CIA in 1980). Given my previous clearances from CIA, the State
Department, and the Department of Defense, I thought this was odd, and I asked my friend Fred
Iklé, undersecretary of defense for policy, to see if he could shed any light on this. He reported
that he saw no problems. My inference is that the head of the project had checked not with his
security officer but with his superiors and had been told that I was politically unacceptable. Of
course, my reaction may be egocentric paranoia, but Washington does encourage such a
reaction, in part because it sometimes turns out to be justified.FINAL THOUGHTSThis might be
an appropriate place to say that consulting with CIA is controversial within the academy. Some
people decline to consult either because doing so would hinder their own research, especially in
the Third World, or because they object to U.S. foreign policy. I have some sympathy with these
positions but believe that over the long run it is better for the country and the world that the
American government be as competent and well informed as it can be.The obvious reply is that
improvement will just enable the United States to do greater harm to others (and, as in Iraq, to
itself). Better guidance toward a bad or even evil goal is not good. This view has some logic but
has to rest on a root-and-branch rejection of American foreign policy. A Marxist would argue that
American policy is driven by the exploitive needs of the capitalist class and will inevitably bring
misery to the world. Others with a more realist bent could argue that exploiting the rest of the
world serves the interests of the entire American population, not just a class, but the result would
be the same infliction of harm.A narrower argument against consulting with CIA is that the
Agency tortures prisoners, engages in covert action, immorally meddles in others’ affairs, and
overthrows governments. But this position makes little sense. Not only is analysis separate from
interrogation and covert action, but these are matters of national policy, established by the



president (and perhaps Congress). CIA carries out the policy but does not make it, and I find it
surprising that people refer to CIA’s undermining or overthrowing other governments, which is
like calling the wars in Vietnam and Iraq actions of the army. It is particularly odd that radicals
attack CIA in this way, since doing so implies that policy would be better if it were under national
direction and obscures the fact that credit or blame should go to the elected leaders, if not to the
broader American political system and the American people.Although my experiences with CIA
have been frustrating, they have also been educational and enjoyable. It remains unclear how
much good my reports did for intelligence, but at least I trust they did no harm. In return, I gained
some understanding of how the system worked and was disabused of several of my naive
notions. I also came to a renewed appreciation of the substance and methods of social science,
which I had come to take for granted. Although social science rarely has the answers—or at
least the right answers—it does have a body of knowledge that should be used, if with some
skepticism, and a disciplined approach to forming questions and using evidence. Part of the
explanation for the failures in Iran and Iraq is the unwillingness or inability of the intelligence and
policymaking communities to take advantage of social science methods, as the next chapters
will show. Part also lies in the continuing and necessary tensions between good intelligence and
policymaking, a topic discussed in the concluding chapter.The Twain quote appears in many
secondary sources, but it is unclear if or where he actually said it. Hayden is quoted in Bob
Woodward, Plan of Attack (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2004), p. 132; Kent’s comment is in “A
Crucial Estimate Relived,” originally published in CIA’s classified Studies in Intelligence in 1964
and reprinted in Sherman Kent and the Board of National Estimates: Collected Essays, ed.
Donald Steury (Washington, D.C.: Center for the Study of Intelligence, Central Intelligence
Agency, 1994), p. 185.[1]Adventures in IntelligenceThe trouble with this world is not that people
know too little, but that they know so many things that ain’t so.—Mark TwainIf it were a fact, it
wouldn’t be intelligence.—General Michael Hayden, then head of National Security
AdministrationWe missed the Soviet decision to put missiles into Cuba because we could not
believe that Khrushchev could make such a mistake.—Sherman KentFailure may be an orphan,
but it is often a closely observed one. This is especially true for failures of intelligence, which
tend to be as misunderstood as they are berated. They clearly are important. Despite the fact
that most theories of international politics assume that actors see the world fairly accurately,
many wars are preceded if not caused by failures to predict what others will do, and almost by
definition crises involve intelligence failures.1 For members of the general public, intelligence
failures are of course upsetting because they are often linked to costly policy failures. The public
often blames intelligence agencies, a propensity that policymakers are happy to encourage
because it shifts the responsibility away from them.2This book examines in detail two major
intelligence failures: the inability of CIA and the wider intelligence community to understand the
turmoil in Iran leading up to the overthrow of the Shah in 1979 and the misjudgment of Iraq’s
programs of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) in the period preceding the 2003 war. Before
saying a bit about them, I should discuss the concept of intelligence failure, which is not as



unambiguous as one might expect.3MEANINGS OF INTELLIGENCE FAILUREThe most
obvious sense of intelligence failure is a mismatch between the estimates and what later
information reveals. This is simultaneously the most important and least interesting sense of the
term. It is most important because to the extent that policy depends on accurate assessments,
almost the only thing that matters is accuracy.In two ways the brute fact of the intelligence failure
is uninteresting, however. First, it does not take much analysis to decide that there was a failure;
all that is required is the observation that subsequent events did not match the assessments.
Second, the fact that intelligence often is in error does not surprise scholars and should not
surprise policymakers. Although most attention has been paid to surprise attacks because these
failures are so traumatic, broadening the focus reveals many more cases, starting with the report
in the Bible that the spies that Moses sent to the land of Israel overestimated the strength of the
enemies to be found there.4 As I will discuss further in the concluding chapter, the existence of
failures is unfortunate but not mysterious. Intelligence is a game between hiders and finders, and
the former usually have the easier job. Intentions, furthermore, often exist only in a few heads
and are subject to rapid change. Deception is fairly easy, and the knowledge that it is possible
degrades the value of accurate information, as we will see in the Iraq case.5The second sense
of failure is a falling short of what we expect from good intelligence. Judgments here must be
much more subjective, and we need to separate collection from analysis because what can be
expected from the latter depends in part on what information is available. We also need to
distinguish what could have been collected given the technical means and agents available at
one point in time from what might have been within reach had different decisions been made
earlier—e.g., had the United States made the recruitment of sources within Iraq a priority in the
1990s. It is particularly difficult to know what can reasonably be expected in the way of
collection, however, given the limitations imposed by technology and the difficulty in recruiting
informed and reliable sources. Thus while it is clear that Iraq was a case of collection failure in
that the evidence collected was scattered, ambiguous, and often misleading, it is harder to say
whether it was a failure in terms of what is usual and whether reforms can produce marked
improvement.The second part of judging an intelligence failure is whether the analysts made
good use of the information at hand, which is the topic of much of this book. The consensus is
that there were many egregious errors in both the Iran and Iraq cases and that intelligence bears
a significant responsibility for the policy failures. My summary view, however, is that while there
were errors and analysis could and should have been better, the result would have been to make
the intelligence judgments less certain rather than to reach fundamentally different conclusions.
Furthermore, better intelligence would not have led to an effective policy. This argument is
psychologically disturbing and politically unacceptable because it implies that intelligence errors
can never be eliminated, makes blame hard to allocate,6 shifts more responsibility to the
political leaders, and indicates that the burdens of uncertainty under which they and intelligence
labor are even greater than is generally acknowledged.I believe that the unwillingness to
confront these realities helps explain why most accounts of these and other cases imply that



fixing the intelligence machinery will solve the problems. Politically this makes a good deal of
sense; intellectually it does not. We like to think that bad outcomes are to be explained by bad
processes and that the good use of evidence will lead to the correct conclusion, but as we will
see, the prevailing reasoning often is done backwards: the fact that the answers were incorrect
shows that procedures and ways of thinking must have been flawed. Even after correcting the
significant errors, the most warranted inference may be incorrect; intelligence failures in the first
sense should not be automatically seen as failures in the second sense. Improvements are
possible, however, and intelligence and postmortems on failures can benefit from using
standard social science methods. As the succeeding chapters will show, in many cases both
intelligence and criticisms of it have only a weak understanding of the links between evidence
and inferences and the most secure routes to drawing conclusions. More specifically, they do
not formulate testable hypotheses and so often rely on beliefs that cannot be falsified, leave
crucial assumptions unexplicated and unexamined, fail to ask what evidence should be present
if their arguments are correct, ignore the diagnostic value of absent evidence, and fail to employ
the comparative method and so assert causation without looking at instances in which the
supposed causal factor was absent as well as at cases in which it is present. All too often,
intelligence and critics rely on intuitive ways of thinking and rhetorical forms of exposition. More
careful, disciplined, and explicit reasoning will not automatically yield the right answers but will
produce better analysis, do a better job of revealing where the key differences of opinion lie, and
increase the chances of being correct.THE IRANIAN AND IRAQI CASESAlthough my analysis
of the Iranian and Iraqi cases draws on generalizations and other cases, it cannot establish how
typical they are. But I think five points are clear. First, these cases are very important in
themselves, being linked to policies that have had deep and lasting impact. This is not to say
that the intelligence failures directly and completely explain American policies, let alone the
outcomes. In the Iran case, even if the United States had been aware of the problems earlier, it
might not have had viable options because the driving dynamics within Iran were largely immune
to external interventions. Furthermore, the American government was so deeply divided that
forewarning might not have led to the development of a policy that was coherent, let alone
effective. In Iraq, although the belief that Saddam had active programs to develop WMD was
central to the arguments for his overthrow, it is unlikely that any intelligence that was true to the
information available would have produced a different decision. Nevertheless, these two
misjudgments are central to the way the history unfolded, and I do not think I am alone in being
curious as to how they occurred.Examining these cases is especially important because the
generally accepted views of them are incorrect. The failure to see that the Shah’s regime was in
grave danger is often attributed to the posited fact that CIA received most of its information from
SAVAK (the Shah’s secret police) and the misleading estimates of Saddam’s WMD programs
are commonly explained by the political pressures exerted by the Bush administration. As I will
show, these claims cannot be sustained. Furthermore, it is generally believed that intelligence
not only was wrong but made glaring errors in that much evidence was ignored and the



reasoning employed was embarrassingly deficient. In fact, although the analysts did commit
significant errors, their inferences were not unreasonable, and indeed at several points actually
made more sense out of the information than did the alternative conclusions that turned out to
be correct.Third, although the cases had unique aspects, they exemplify at least some of the
organizational routines and ways of thinking that characterize much of political and social life.
Here as elsewhere, what people saw in the evidence was strongly influenced by their
expectations and needs.7 Of course, one reply is that it is the expectations generated by my
own previous work that leads me to this conclusion, but I doubt that this is the whole story. It
would be surprising if intelligence organizations and the individuals who compose them were to
think in ways that were radically different from everyone else, and one of the themes of this book
is that political psychology is an indispensable tool for understanding how governments see the
world and make decisions. Although we cannot simply carry over what we have learned from
other forms of decision making, such as how people vote or how businesses decide to invest—
let alone how college sophomores respond in the laboratory—we need to take full account of
how politics and psychology interact. We are dealing with human beings who have to make
sense of overwhelming amounts of confusing information and to do so in a realm with its own set
of incentives and pressures, and its own organizational culture.Even if these cases are similar to
those of other intelligence failures, the fourth point is that these studies confront a basic
methodological problem in the inferences we can draw. Looking only at failures constitutes
“searching on the dependent variable,” a methodological shortcoming that makes it impossible
to test causal arguments because it lacks the comparisons to cases of success that are
necessary to determine whether factors that seem important are unique to cases of failure.
Nevertheless, analysis of failures allows us to detect how people and units went astray and often
permits comparisons within each case that establish the plausibility of causal claims.Fifth and
finally, although we are not in a position to estimate the frequency of intelligence failures (and
both the numerator and the denominator would be difficult to determine), it is clear that they are
not rare events. There is no reason to believe that they have become less frequent over time,
and their recurrence indicates that even if particular instances could have been avoided, the
general phenomenon cannot. Even if intelligence officers and decision makers become better
social scientists, they will continue to deal with problems more difficult than those facing
scholars and to do so with much less reliable information. Even if they read the information with
care and know the relevant generalizations, the latter always have exceptions. Indeed, many
intelligence failures concern such exceptions,8 and this was true for the cases of Iran and
Iraq.The plan of the book is straightforward. The rest of this chapter tells the story of how I came
to the subject. Although my first two books dealt with deception and perception, topics that
obviously overlapped with intelligence, I had no intention of doing any case studies until I got
drawn into consulting for CIA, initially on the problem of discerning Soviet intentions, and what I
saw in those months taught me much about how intelligence was and is conducted. The main
part of the next chapter is the study I did on why the CIA was slow to see that the Shah might fall.



Written in the spring of 1979, this is an original document that has just been declassified. I also
include the memoranda written by CIA officials in response to the report. To place it in context,
elucidate some ideas that I felt constrained from discussing in a government document, and say
a bit about how the report was received and what scholars now think about the case, I have
added an introductory section. Chapter 3 is a study of the Iraq WMD intelligence failure. This,
too, grows out of work I did for the government, but thanks to the enormous amount of material
declassified in official postmortems, I can present the analysis now rather than waiting thirty
years.Chapter 4 starts by discussing broader issues of the contested relations between
policymakers and intelligence. The former find the weaknesses of the latter both troubling and
reassuring. They are troubling for obvious reasons but are also reassuring in that they allow the
policymakers to follow their own preferences and intuitions when these diverge from intelligence
and give them a handy scapegoat when things go wrong. Indeed, despite the fact that decision
makers always say they want better intelligence, for good political and psychological reasons
they often do not, which is part of the explanation for why intelligence reforms are rarely fully
implemented. I then turn to a range of reforms, both those that are overrated and those that
involve greater training and infusion of social science and are worthy of more attention.INITIAL
CONTACTMy first association with CIA came, appropriately enough, surreptitiously. In the
summer of 1961 I went on a student exchange to the Soviet Union (which produced my wife as
well as some interesting experiences). Prior to the group’s departure, we received several
briefings. Only one had much political content, and it stuck in my mind because as the trip
progressed it became clear that none of my colleagues had sufficient political knowledge and
skills to engage in serious discussions with the Soviet citizens we met, largely in staged settings.
So this was left to me, and my Soviet hosts found me sufficiently argumentative that they
assumed I was a CIA agent. On my return, I wrote the organization that had briefed us
complaining that we were not putting our best foot forward.I now assume that this organization
was a CIA front. Not only does this fit with what we now know about how the U.S. government
waged the cold war, but the following spring, when I was a senior at Oberlin College, I got a
phone call from someone who identified himself as “with an agency of the federal government,”
asking to meet me in front of the Oberlin Inn. Naive as I was, I knew this could only be the
Agency. My hunch was confirmed by the fact that the gentleman was wearing a trench coat and
that upon entering his room, he turned on the TV and moved it so it was facing the wall, thereby
foiling any listening devices planted by Soviet agents who had penetrated the wilds of Ohio. He
asked if I could do something for the U.S. government that summer (I assume this would have
been attending the Helsinki youth festival). I was shocked, not because of such a request but
because I had agreed to be a summer intern in the State Department and assumed that one part
of the federal government would know what another part was doing. I’m afraid that my
knowledge of how the government worked was excessively abstract.One other aspect of my trip
to the Soviet Union intersected with my later work for the CIA. In recent years, I have chaired its
Historical Review Panel (HRP), which advises the Agency on declassifying documents of



historical value. Under an executive order issued by President Clinton, materials at least twenty-
five years old are to be reviewed for declassification, which is how my Iran postmortem was
released. The project is an enormous one, involving the review of millions of pages a year, and
starting such an enterprise from scratch was especially challenging. The officials in charge
therefore decided to begin with material that would be relatively easy to declassify, including the
extensive collection of photographs CIA had gotten from travelers to the Soviet Union, which
were deemed useful for compiling all sorts of routine information and training agents who would
be inserted into the country. Not odd, I guess, but I sat up and took notice when we were shown
samples, because in 1961 I was an amateur photographer and Soviet officials had told us of all
the structures we could not photograph (e.g., bridges, train stations, and police stations). I
thought this was a marvelous example of paranoia, and partly for this reason I took pictures of
this type. I never did find out whether any of them ended up in the collection, but it was a nice
reminder that even paranoids have enemies.CONSULTING FOR CIAMy next encounter came
fifteen years later. In the interim, I had written one book about signaling and deception and
another about perception and misperception, topics of obvious interest to CIA.9 Furthermore,
after Jimmy Carter’s election, a former Harvard colleague, Robert Bowie, had become director
of CIA’s National Foreign Assessment Center (NFAC) (what before and after this period was the
Directorate of Intelligence). In the spring of 1977, Bowie asked me to serve for a year as a
scholar in residence. This was an intriguing opportunity, but it was not clear exactly what I would
do because I was not an expert in a region or the nuts and bolts of military power. I realized that,
in all immodesty, what I was an expert on was how to draw inferences about other states’
intentions, which covered a great deal of NFAC’s mandate. I therefore proposed that I would
serve as Bowie’s special assistant, reviewing major reports for their quality. Bowie liked the idea
but a week later reported that his security experts objected. In retrospect, I think I know why: at
this time CIA was receiving information from two extraordinarily sensitive sources. We had
tapped into Soviet undersea cables that carried high-grade material on Soviet naval matters,
and a Polish colonel, Ryszard Kuklinski, was providing the United States with a treasure trove of
the Warsaw Pact’s plans and other documents.10 Since there didn’t seem to be another
assignment attractive enough to merit moving my family to Washington, Bowie and I agreed that
I would become a consultant, spend a couple of weeks at the Agency, and see what
developed.Despite my participation in the student exchange to the USSR and my later role in
the Free Speech Movement as a graduate student at Berkeley, the clearance procedure
proceeded relatively smoothly and quickly (the latter characteristic being especially unusual).
There was one hitch, however. When I appeared for my polygraph, the examiner asked whether
anyone other than a member of my immediate family lived in my house, and I replied that not
only did we have a live-in housekeeper/babysitter but that she was an illegal immigrant. This
stopped the proceedings because the background check had missed this. The omission was
striking because the officers had talked to my neighbors, who knew our arrangement, which was
common in middle-class Los Angeles. Keeping to myself the lack of faith in our procedures that



this lapse engendered, I had to endure a week of being cleared only through the Secret level,
which not only greatly restricted the documents I could read but also meant that I had to be
escorted everywhere, giving me an annoying if fortunately brief taste of what it is like to be a
second-class citizen.Once the oversight was rectified and I passed my polygraph, I was told that
someone from the office of security wanted to see me. This did not seem like good news, and I
was taken upstairs to see a young man who was carrying a thick file that I realized was my life’s
history. But instead of asking embarrassing questions, he explained that he was taking a course
in which several of my writings were assigned and he simply wanted to meet me! That
accomplished, I could set to work.Soviet AnalysisBowie and his colleagues decided that the
place for me was a small group in the Office of Strategic Research (OSR) that dealt with Soviet
intentions. As I learned later, it was atypical, staffed entirely by PhDs and headed by a gifted and
charismatic leader, Vernon Lanphier, who tragically died of cancer ten years later. Vern had been
brought into CIA from the navy, and he had previously chaired a task force on Soviet civil
defense, an important component of the debate then raging about Soviet strategic capabilities
and intentions. As he explained to me, it had been an arduous job to reach consensus because
of the fragmented nature of the information and the high political stakes, but the group finally
succeeded in producing a document that everyone could live with. The two crucial components
of the estimate of how many people the Soviets could protect in case of a U.S. attack were the
size of the shelters and square footage per person that was allocated (the “packing factor,” as it
was called). Vern explained that six months or so after the estimate was published, a defector
came out who provided credible evidence that they had overestimated (or underestimated, I
can’t remember which) the packing factor by 50 percent. He reported this to the leaders of the
departmental teams that had produced the estimate and told them, “We can either spend a year
going back over all the material or we can change our estimate of the area of the shelters by 50
percent in the other direction, and so leave the bottom line unchanged.” Bureaucratic politics and
human nature being what they are, everyone quickly agreed to the latter alternative.With great
excitement, I started reading the finished intelligence on the Soviet Union but soon was
disappointed. I had expected both better raw information and better analysis. (Remember,
however, that I, like most CIA analysts, lacked access to the material from Kuklinski and the
undersea cables.) What was available at the standard code-word level (i.e., drawing on
overhead photography and signals intelligence) did yield a great deal of information that was
vital in providing confidence that the United States would not be taken by surprise by major
improvements in Soviet military posture, but our understanding of Soviet defense and foreign
policy remained sharply limited. With a few exceptions, the arguments and even evidence being
mustered were quite similar to those available outside the government (in part because much
secret evidence is soon made public).Because of my previous work on deception and the
central role it played in debates over Soviet policy, I looked for what I assumed would be the
many classified volumes on this subject. I found remarkably little. There was one long paper by
David Sullivan, but it stretched the evidence, implied enormous skill on the Soviet part, reduced



its credibility by its shrill tone, and, to top it off, was badly written.11 I did think it was worth more
careful scrutiny than it received, however, and Sullivan himself soon lost his security clearances
because he leaked extremely sensitive information to Senator Henry Jackson’s office. My hunch
is that American analysts, and probably those in other countries as well, resist taking deception
as seriously as they should because doing so would make their already-difficult task even more
trying. They work with fragmentary and contradictory information, and they could end up
paralyzed if on top of this they had to fully consider that much of what they were seeing was
staged for their benefit. The possibility that some parts of the adversary’s government are
misinformed or are deceiving other parts (what is known as Red-on-Red deception) is likely to
be ignored because it, too, can undercut the validity of what would otherwise be very valuable
intelligence. On the other hand, as we will see in the case of the misjudgment of Iraq’s WMD
programs, deception will be credited when it is convenient to assume that crucial evidence is
missing not because it does not exist but because the adversary is concealing it.Almost by
definition, finding deception is very difficult, and searching for it can be corrosive because it
leads to downgrading much valid and valuable information. Furthermore, in many cases states
forego opportunities for deception, perhaps because they are too complicated or could end up
revealing too much valid information, in part because if deception is discovered the other side
will learn what the state was trying to lead it to believe, which is likely to be untrue. Thus it now
seems that although the Soviets knew about the Anglo-American tunnel tapping into Soviet
military cables under East Berlin in 1955, they never used this knowledge to feed us false
information. (Even more striking is the fact that it appears that the Soviets never made use of the
information they gleaned when they bugged the American embassy in Moscow in the
mid-1950s.)12 Nevertheless, I was surprised by how little concerted attention CIA gave to this
problem. To take just one example, about six months after the launch of the new KH-11 spy
satellite, the United States learned to its horror that an Agency employee, William Kampiles, had
sold the Soviets CIA’s operating manual (for the paltry sum of $3,000 at that). This unfortunate
turn of events would have given the United States the ability to systematically compare what the
satellite saw in the period when the Soviets knew its capabilities but the United States did not
realize this, and what was observed later, when the Soviets knew that we knew that the
capabilities were no longer secret. In this way we might have learned about Soviet deception
goals, strategies, and techniques. As far as I know, however, we did not do such a study.In the
late 1970s the Agency launched a large project on deception. (The Defense Department’s Office
of Net Assessment probably was involved as well because its director, Andy Marshall, was very
interested in deception and had commissioned several unclassified historical studies of the
subject.) I was involved on the margins and thought the project was promising. It was canceled
just as it was beginning to make progress, although later the Agency did do more to track the
Soviets’ activities.I learned more about the nuts and bolts of analysis of Soviet strategic
programs when I did the Iran study. Because I was teaching at UCLA, I did my reading and
writing at a CIA facility made famous by being the site of major espionage some years earlier, a



story told by Robert Lindsey in The Falcon and The Snowman. As this book explains, this group
was engaged in technical analysis of Soviet missile programs through overhead photography
and telemetry from Soviet missile tests. I was looked on by these people as a bit odd—not only
was I doing something very political, but I was writing a long paper rather than producing a
briefing (even in that pre-PowerPoint era people kept asking about my slides). Nevertheless, the
arrangement was convenient, and I was befriended by a veteran photographic interpreter, which
meant that on my breaks I could wander into his office, hear his stories, and examine interesting
photographs, which of course were hard to figure out until he told me what I was looking at.I
learned a lot about Soviet missile programs from him, and one story has wider significance. We
were talking about how blast-resistant Soviet silos were, and after he explained how some of the
data from overhead photography fed into the calculation, he added, “But I think the official figure
is too high. From what I can tell from the pictures, Soviet construction techniques are very sloppy
and the concrete in the silos often has not set properly.” Although of course American
calculations had to be done conservatively, I wonder how high up the bureaucratic chain this
information went.Another incident reminded me of how government works. The initial analyses
of Soviet missile tests were posted on a bulletin board in the most protected vault, and one day
there was a report that indicated a significant increase in accuracy. This was important in light of
the fierce debates about the vulnerability of American land-based systems. Although some of
the people I talked to said that our missiles were already vulnerable and that this increment in
accuracy would not matter much, this still was dramatic news, and it was classified at a higher
level of secrecy than I had ever seen. As I read it, I realized that when I covered this material in
class, I would have to be take great care not reveal this new development. I did not have to
worry; it appeared in the next morning’s newspapers.Advantages of Being a ConsultantMy
position as a consultant gave me an unusual perspective. Although I was based at the working
level, my anomalous status, sponsorship by the head of NFAC, and academic connections
allowed me access to all levels of the organization. I was able to see how information was filtered
and how people at different levels misunderstood one another. At one point Arnold Horelick,
National Intelligence Officer (NIO) for Soviet affairs, produced a paper arguing that the Soviets
were very optimistic about their prospects, especially in the Third World.13 I talked it over with
him, and he said that while he believed the conclusions, he had not meant to be dogmatic and
wanted to stimulate discussion within the Agency. When I relayed this to one of my colleagues at
the working level, he laughed and said that Horelick, who was an experienced Soviet analyst but
was new to CIA, did not understand how the Agency operated. “When something like that
comes down from the NIO, we have to take it as established.”Another advantage of being a
consultant was that I was able to talk to people in other parts of the government. I was struck by
the importance of networks, which again should not have surprised me. Since I was working on
questions of Soviet intentions and capabilities, it was important to talk to people in Defense,
State, and the National Security Council (NSC). But I didn’t know where or how to start. So Vern
sent me to those who were his professional and personal friends. Many of them had studied with



William Kaufmann at MIT, as Vern had. Indeed, I found that the hawk and dove camps within the
government heavily overlapped with networks of students who had studied with Albert
Wohlstetter at the University of Chicago and Kaufmann, respectively. I was passed along
through the Kaufmann network, and my entree was facilitated not only by Vern’s sponsorship but
by my own political views and the fact that I had known Kaufmann when I was at Harvard.One
specific incident proved even more profitable to me, literally as well as figuratively. One day I
went to the Pentagon to see a former student who was working in Program Analysis and
Evaluation, the office that carried out the systems analysis begun in the years when Robert
McNamara was secretary of defense. I was particularly interested in whether the United States
needed to develop a powerful successor intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) to the
Minuteman, an issue that was part of the broad hawk-dove debate. Although my inclination was
to be skeptical, I had assumed that the proponents had a good case based on classified
information, and so I asked my friend to show me what he had. He gave me one paper, which I
found superficial and totally unsatisfactory. When I told him this, he grumbled a bit, dug deeper
into his desk, and handed me a thicker packet. After half an hour I gave it back to him and said
that while this was a bit better, it still did not address the serious questions. He replied, “Bob, you
have just seen the best paper in the government on this subject. In fact, it is so thorough and
careful that no one outside this office will bother to read it.” I really was shocked. So on the
airplane back to California that evening I outlined an article that I originally thought of as “Why
Minuteman Vulnerability Doesn’t Matter.” Thinking about it more, I realized that the topic was
broader: it really was “Why Nuclear Superiority Doesn’t Matter.” My article with this title was
published in Political Science Quarterly and writing it provoked me to go deeper into the subject,
which led to The Illogic of American Nuclear Strategy and, a few years later, The Meaning of the
Nuclear Revolution.14 The latter won the Grawemeyer Award for the best book of the year
dealing with ideas for improving world order, which provided a handsome stipend.But these
activities also carried a penalty. Although my writings did not receive a great deal of public
attention, they were noticed by people engaged in disputes within Washington. Thus when I was
asked to consult on an interesting nuclear strategy project in the mid-1980s, I was informed that
the security officer doubted that I could be cleared (my clearances having lapsed when I
stopped consulting for CIA in 1980). Given my previous clearances from CIA, the State
Department, and the Department of Defense, I thought this was odd, and I asked my friend Fred
Iklé, undersecretary of defense for policy, to see if he could shed any light on this. He reported
that he saw no problems. My inference is that the head of the project had checked not with his
security officer but with his superiors and had been told that I was politically unacceptable. Of
course, my reaction may be egocentric paranoia, but Washington does encourage such a
reaction, in part because it sometimes turns out to be justified.FINAL THOUGHTSThis might be
an appropriate place to say that consulting with CIA is controversial within the academy. Some
people decline to consult either because doing so would hinder their own research, especially in
the Third World, or because they object to U.S. foreign policy. I have some sympathy with these



positions but believe that over the long run it is better for the country and the world that the
American government be as competent and well informed as it can be.The obvious reply is that
improvement will just enable the United States to do greater harm to others (and, as in Iraq, to
itself). Better guidance toward a bad or even evil goal is not good. This view has some logic but
has to rest on a root-and-branch rejection of American foreign policy. A Marxist would argue that
American policy is driven by the exploitive needs of the capitalist class and will inevitably bring
misery to the world. Others with a more realist bent could argue that exploiting the rest of the
world serves the interests of the entire American population, not just a class, but the result would
be the same infliction of harm.A narrower argument against consulting with CIA is that the
Agency tortures prisoners, engages in covert action, immorally meddles in others’ affairs, and
overthrows governments. But this position makes little sense. Not only is analysis separate from
interrogation and covert action, but these are matters of national policy, established by the
president (and perhaps Congress). CIA carries out the policy but does not make it, and I find it
surprising that people refer to CIA’s undermining or overthrowing other governments, which is
like calling the wars in Vietnam and Iraq actions of the army. It is particularly odd that radicals
attack CIA in this way, since doing so implies that policy would be better if it were under national
direction and obscures the fact that credit or blame should go to the elected leaders, if not to the
broader American political system and the American people.Although my experiences with CIA
have been frustrating, they have also been educational and enjoyable. It remains unclear how
much good my reports did for intelligence, but at least I trust they did no harm. In return, I gained
some understanding of how the system worked and was disabused of several of my naive
notions. I also came to a renewed appreciation of the substance and methods of social science,
which I had come to take for granted. Although social science rarely has the answers—or at
least the right answers—it does have a body of knowledge that should be used, if with some
skepticism, and a disciplined approach to forming questions and using evidence. Part of the
explanation for the failures in Iran and Iraq is the unwillingness or inability of the intelligence and
policymaking communities to take advantage of social science methods, as the next chapters
will show. Part also lies in the continuing and necessary tensions between good intelligence and
policymaking, a topic discussed in the concluding chapter.The Twain quote appears in many
secondary sources, but it is unclear if or where he actually said it. Hayden is quoted in Bob
Woodward, Plan of Attack (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2004), p. 132; Kent’s comment is in “A
Crucial Estimate Relived,” originally published in CIA’s classified Studies in Intelligence in 1964
and reprinted in Sherman Kent and the Board of National Estimates: Collected Essays, ed.
Donald Steury (Washington, D.C.: Center for the Study of Intelligence, Central Intelligence
Agency, 1994), p. 185.[2]Failing to See That the Shah Was in DangerINTRODUCTION,
POSTMORTEM, AND CIA COMMENTSMy dabbling in issues of Soviet policy described in the
previous chapter contributed to my education (more about the American government and policy
than about the USSR), but it did not lead to a major project. At the time when this was becoming
clear, my friend Bob Bowie, director of CIA’s National Foreign Assessment Center (NFAC), was



testifying before Congress that the unrest in Iran, although troubling, seemed to be diminishing.
A few weeks later, however, a new round of riots was so serious that the Shah installed a military
government and arrested several of his regime’s leaders, thereby making it obvious that the
situation was indeed serious. Bowie was curious, to put it mildly, about how he and CIA could
have been so wrong and so asked me to evaluate NFAC’s analysis. (As far as I know, this was
independent of President Carter’s handwritten note to Secretary of State Cyrus Vance, National
Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski, and Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) Stansfield
Turner telling them that he was dissatisfied with the quality of political intelligence.) Bowie paired
me with a senior analyst who was about to retire (and who thus would not suffer any ill effects
from what he might say). But Bowie had little faith in his ability to do the analytic work required:
“Treat him as your research assistant,” he told me. I was taken aback, but unfortunately this
appraisal turned out to be accurate. While my colleague made helpful comments and guided me
through the bureaucratic labyrinth, he wrote only one section (legitimately still classified) that did
not shed much light on the central questions. The few paragraphs that say, “One of us believes
…” or that preface a statement with a blank that would have revealed a name are his and draw
from his previous experience in the Agency. Bowie also gave us a very competent assistant who
could dig out the papers that we needed, not an easy task in the era before files were
electronic.HOW THE REPORT WAS DONEIt was clear that the report should stop in the first
week in November 1978 because that is when the U.S. government became alarmed. The start
date was more arbitrary, but I picked mid-1977 because that is when some minor unrest started,
albeit coming from the secular opposition rather than the forces that later overthrew the Shah.
My colleague and I looked at the reports from the embassy, consulates, and CIA station and
studied the various forms of finished intelligence to see what inferences had been drawn.1 We
supplemented this with interviews with analysts, office managers, and the National Intelligence
Officer (NIO), Robert Ames, a rising star who was to die in the bombing of the Beirut embassy in
1983 but who did not distinguish himself in this case. The people we interviewed were helpful,
although of course I do not know what they withheld. The lead analyst, having been forced into
retirement in the wake of the failure, was particularly forthcoming and friendly. Several of the
other analysts were more guarded, which puzzled me until I realized that their careers, already
damaged, could be further impaired by my report. I was also struck by the fact that their
memories were quite good on substance but were often way off on timing—they could
remember their reactions and evaluations but not when they were formed. This was true even
though some of the events had occurred only three or four months previously. Some of the errors
were self-serving, of course, but not all were, and they were frequent even when sensitive issues
of being right were not at stake, as when the analysts tried to recall when various people traveled
to the region. Events had come so thick and fast that it was simply impossible to keep them
straight.Although the materials I was working with were classified, the existence of my project
was not, as I insisted on being able to tell colleagues and students what I was doing. I needed to
talk to academic experts to learn about Iran, and it would have been inappropriate to do so



without telling them my purpose in case they felt that helping me was a form of helping the CIA,
which they did not want to do. Similarly, some of my graduate students were quite radical, and
although I was not going to give them a veto over my activities, I wanted to allow them to change
advisers if they would feel morally tainted by continuing to work with me. In fact, none of them
cared, and the most radical one simply laughed.WRITING THE REPORTThe work was
straightforward, but a few points may be of interest. First, I believed that because the Iran
intelligence failure was so salient and politicized, the report was sure to leak.2 I therefore decided
—unwisely in retrospect—that although it had been commissioned by Bowie, I would maintain
my independence and not give him periodic progress reports. Perhaps the report would have
had more impact had I kept him informed as I went along, but my initial concern was
compounded when I learned that the colleague who was helping me was a close friend of the
lead Iran analyst and when I also saw that although he and his colleagues had committed a
number of blunders, they were not the complete idiots portrayed in the press. So I feared that the
report would be seen as biased and exculpatory, which meant that it was even more important
for me to maintain complete independence.Collection, Reporting, and PolicyBeing well aware of
bureaucratic power and protocol, Bowie told me to concentrate on judging the quality of the
work in light of the information the analysts had at their disposal and to probe less into the
quality of this information, which would have taken me into the territory of the State Department,
the embassy, and CIA’s Directorate of Operations (DO). Indeed, other agencies were not
informed that the study was under way. Because of these restrictions there were many subjects I
could not get into and many things I could not say. Most obviously, I felt I had to downplay my
criticisms of the collection efforts by the embassy and CIA station in Tehran (the memos by CIA
officials about my report printed below felt I should have said more). The conventional story is
that to avoid antagonizing the Shah, the U.S. government had agreed not to have significant
contacts with the opposition and to get its information on sensitive domestic matters from
SAVAK. Indeed, these “facts” were and still are used to explain why the United States failed to
understand what was happening, but they are wrong. I am sure there were extensive CIA-
SAVAK communications, but I suspect that these largely dealt with the activities of the Tudeh
(Communist) Party. I looked only at reports about internal Iranian politics and the activities of the
opposition, and almost none came from SAVAK. This meant that CIA was under a major
handicap since SAVAK collected extensive information on the protests, which it did not share. As
far as I could tell, CIA never commented on this or alerted intelligence consumers to the fact that
a great deal was going on of which it was unaware, but at least its perspective was not biased by
SAVAK. Bowie told me he thought that one reason we went astray was that we relied on SAVAK,
and so he and other top Agency officials (and policymakers) may have greatly overestimated the
body of information on which the analysts were able to draw. The problem was less that SAVAK
fed us misleading information than that we knew very little.It may be correct that the need to
maintain good relations with SAVAK and the Shah inhibited an aggressive program of gauging
the strength and goals of the opposition (or I should say oppositions, since different factions



were involved). But Agency officials and, as far as I could tell, the State Department never
argued for such a program or complained that restrictions were preventing them from getting
information they needed. My guess is that the U.S. government is rarely well informed about
opposition forces in undemocratic countries, especially when they are as unconventional (by our
standards), as those in Iran. In the first place, to have gathered good information would have
required a diplomatic and covert collection corps with linguistic skills. In fact, however, almost no
Americans on the scene spoke good Farsi. Even if the Shah had not wanted the Americans to be
isolated, they would have been. (Of course, one can argue that without any restrictions, the
United States would have trained more people in Farsi, but I doubt this.) The linguistic barriers
meant that what few and late contacts U.S. officials did have were concentrated on the secular,
middle-class National Front. Unfortunately for American understanding, this group, important as
it had been in an earlier period, played only a small role in the revolution. Furthermore, Iranian
internal politics was not on the priority list established for DO. Much more important were the
security of the secret American facilities that were intercepting Soviet communications and
missile telemetry (the “listening posts”),3 the threat of communism in the region, and the danger
of anti-American terrorism.The weakness of the collection effort meant that the analysts knew
little about what the revolution’s leader, Ayatollah Khomeini, was saying beyond what they could
read in the newspapers. Although his cassette tapes circulated freely in Iran, the embassy and
station were either unable to find them or felt they were of no value. Only one tape was received
even though the leading Agency analyst told the station where in the Tehran bazaar they might
be found.I did not read enough reporting from other capitals to know whether this performance
was markedly below standard. But if this had been the case, I would have expected to hear
complaints. My fear is that what I saw was fairly typical. I would like to believe that things have
greatly improved in the subsequent years, but in fact the increased burden on embassies to
carry out other chores, especially escorting congressional and business delegations, has led to
a decrease in the amount of political reporting.Corridor gossip was that the ambassador in
Tehran, William Sullivan, was an intimidating figure. “He ran a tight ship,” was the phrase I heard.
This certainly is plausible and would explain why reports from the consulates outside Tehran
were more informative and why the embassy reporting become more incisive and worried when
Sullivan was away on home leave in the summer of 1978.The idiosyncrasies of the ambassador
and the limits of what was reported were striking but perhaps not crucial. As far as I know, no
other country was deeply alarmed much before November 1978. In the winter of 1978–79 there
were public reports that months earlier Israeli intelligence had said that things were very serious,
but such cables, if they existed, did not reach the American analysts. I was later told that
significant information from Israel was passed through American military channels to DO, but I
was never able to confirm this. I was also not able to inquire about what oil companies believed.
They had a major stake and a major presence in the country and presumably had a wider range
of contacts than the U.S. government did. But my mandate excluded exploring this question, and
it remains unanswered.My mandate also excluded U.S. policy. The larger issues, such as



whether it was wise to have unstintingly supported the Shah over many years, I will still leave
aside. But a few specific points can be broached. First, much ink has been spilled over what the
United States should have done once it realized that the Shah was in danger. Indeed, these
debates raged while I was writing the report. Although not without interest, they largely miss the
point that by November effective American options had almost entirely disappeared: the Shah
could no longer have brokered a compromise even had the United States pushed for such a
solution, and a military coup would also have been likely to fail.4 Much as American decision
makers want to believe that they can influence the course of events, in this case, by the time they
had a glimpse of what was afoot, it was too late. The descriptions of the horribly contentious and
fragmented American decision-making processes in the winter would be amusing if they were
not so disturbing, but while they tell us a great deal about the Carter administration, there is no
reason to believe that a better process would have yielded an effective policy.5Even before the
situation received high-level attention, the government was divided on the issue of whether the
Shah should be pushed toward greater democracy. Although Brzezinski and others were
skeptical, until November, day-to-day guidance was supplied by the State Department, whose
officials, especially at the working level, urged reforms. It is Political Science 101 that reform from
above is very difficult and often leads to disintegration, as the experience of the former Soviet
president Mikhail Gorbachev reminds us. The general topic is a fascinating one, but what is
relevant here is how it did—or did not—play into intelligence. As my report makes clear, CIA
expected that if instability grew, the Shah would “crack down”— i.e., use massive force. Later I
will discuss why this sensible judgment was in error; the point here is that although cables from
the U.S. embassy made it clear that it was urging the Shah to continue liberalizing, the analysts
never pointed out the discrepancy between what they expected to happen if the situation
deteriorated and the advice the United States was giving.6 The reason is that analysts are not
permitted to comment on American policy. This is understandable since decision makers do not
want kibitzing, but it can be a major defect when the other side’s behavior is strongly influenced
by what the United States is doing.7 The Iran analysts accepted this limitation and internalized it.
Indeed, when I asked them about this discrepancy, they were startled and said they had not
even noticed it.I mentioned this problem only briefly. The first draft had several pages on it,
including full documentation. But as I noted above, I expected the report to be leaked and feared
that this section would stand out and would be seized upon to attack the Carter administration,
which I did not think needed even more bashing. So I deleted most of the detail and just left the
basic point. Had I not been constrained, I would have emphasized the point, which I do think has
general importance. Ironically, the Agency commentators criticized the report for lack of attention
to the political context.Even though I doubt that American policy determined the Shah’s
behavior, I was and still am puzzled by the State Department’s position. Since Bowie did not
want other parts of the government to know what I was doing, I could not talk to people at State,
and nothing I have read later gives me a coherent picture of what these officials were thinking
when they pushed for liberalization. This behavior would have made sense if they had believed



that the regime was strong and skillful enough to carry out this policy. Instead, they seem to have
believed that the regime was not only despicable but also rotten, which means they should have
sounded the alarm early (and State’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research (INR) did take a
pessimistic position). They also should have been hesitant to push for reforms that could have
brought the regime down. Perhaps they shared the impression of some nongovernmental
observers that a revolution would not be disastrous for the United States, that Khomeini would
be moderate and/or not seek to dominate the government, and that the liberal middle-class
reformers would take power.8 In the period covered by my study, these questions did not arise
for CIA because it believed that the Shah’s regime was in no real danger. It is unfortunate that
there were no full and frank discussions during the spring and summer when the United States
had more options.In light of recent controversies, we should ask whether intelligence was highly
politicized—i.e., whether the analysts were pressured by policymakers or, more likely, whether
their knowledge of the extent to which the United States relied on the Shah generated
psychological pressures against seeing that American policy was not working. I do not think
either of these was the case, although some of the CIA commentators on the report have a
somewhat different view. Until early fall of 1978, policymakers were not concerned enough about
Iran to pay any attention to intelligence. Then, as things grew more serious, the administration
was preoccupied with the Camp David negotiations with Israel’s prime minister Begin and
Egypt’s president Sadat. My interviews did not produce any indications that intelligence analysts
suppressed doubts in order to avoid disturbing their superiors or customers, although such
biases, discussed in the Iraq case, can operate without the person’s awareness. If the analysts
did trim their sails, then journalists and other countries’ diplomats who did not feel these
pressures should have been much quicker to understand what was happening. Although I am
sure that one could find some people who were, most journalists reported on the waxing and
waning of the unrest without any greater insight than that shown in the embassy cables or the
intelligence. Similarly, other countries that were not so tied to the Shah do not appear to have
seen the situation any more clearly.SUBSTANCE OF THE REPORTI hope the report speaks for
itself, but before highlighting a few of the main findings and what surprised me, I want to
reassure readers that the parts that are deleted (“redactions” is the term of art) do not change
the story. Many classification markings, references to other documents, and names have been
removed, as has some material provided by other governments or intelligence services. In a few
cases, information from sensitive sources has been deleted. But everything important has been
declassified. Because I wanted to make the report as complete as possible, I included large
sections that quoted and summarized reports from the field and detailed what NFAC drew from
them. In the interests of keeping this chapter to a manageable length I have deleted some of this
material. Such cuts are indicated by ellipses, and are distinguished from redactions which are
marked by angle brackets. The report also included a summary of fifteen pages (unusually long
for a government paper) drawn entirely from the text. I have not printed it on the grounds that
readers of this book are more willing than officials to read the entire document. The only other



changes I have made are to correct typographical errors.9SurprisesThe first surprise was the
paucity of resources dedicated to Iran. There were only two political analysts and two economic
analysts in CIA; neither INR nor the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) had an expert on Iranian
politics, although each did have a person who was nominally responsible. The CIA station in
Tehran was not large and produced little political intelligence. Like many people who did not
know the government from the inside, I had assumed extensive coverage of every country. In
fact, this was out of reach and remains so. During the cold war, only the USSR and, to a lesser
extent, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) were studied by more than a handful of analysts. I
was also surprised that CIA in particular and the government in general did not engage in more
thorough and detailed research.10 There probably was more work of this type on Iran than on
many countries because the lead analyst liked to work in depth, which he could do because
there was little pressure for comments on current happenings. Ironically, in the summer of 1978
he completed a long paper on the religious leadership. But this paper, like much else I saw, was
more descriptive than analytical. It had a lot of facts but did not try to make much of them.Until
the crisis, intelligence on Iran did not receive much of an audience. This also surprised me,
although it should not have. Top officials are incredibly busy, and even thirty years ago, when
they probably read more than is the case now, intelligence about a country that did not require
immediate decisions could not attract many readers. This not only lowered the analysts’ morale
but meant that their reports did not get the kind of questioning and critical scrutiny that could
have helped keep them on their toes. (As the Iraq case shows, attention can be a mixed
blessing, especially when policymakers know the answers they want to hear.)I had expected,
again naively, that even if policymakers did not read long intelligence papers, the members of
the intelligence community would constitute a sort of intellectual community, with people
probing, commenting on, and criticizing one another’s work. In fact, this was not the case, and
contacts among the people working on Iran were relatively infrequent. Some years earlier an
enterprising State Department desk officer had organized a monthly meeting, but such
interactions depended on individual initiative and so were episodic. Contact was also inhibited
by CIA’s physical isolation and the fact that thirty years ago secure telephones were rare and
cumbersome.11 This might not have been so bad if analysts working on different countries had
formed a peer group whose members shared ideas and reviewed one other’s analysis. But the
orientation of the Agency was vertical, not horizontal, and despite the fact that many analysts
moved from one country to another every few years, not only concerns for security but informal
norms militated against these kinds of discussions.Even more startling, there was little
communication between the political analysts on Iran, located in the Office of Political Affairs
(OPA; also known as Office of Regional and Political Affairs, or ORPA) and economic analysts,
housed in the Office of Economic Affairs (OEA). From my perspective, one obvious source of the
unrest was the unstable economic situation.12 This obviously called for joint political and
economic analysis. But little occurred as each group examined its area with little attention to the
political consequences of economic changes or the way in which Iranians might use political



instruments for economic purposes. Interestingly enough, when Ronald Reagan was elected
president and William Casey took over as DCI, he not only replaced NFAC with the Directorate
of Intelligence (DI) but changed its internal organization from a functional to a geographic one,
thereby bringing economic, military, and political analysts into closer contact.13I was also
surprised that CIA had few contacts with academics and other outside experts. Of course the
Vietnam War had generated a great deal of mistrust and hostility, and many academics strongly
objected to American policies or feared that associating with CIA would hamper their foreign
contacts. For their part, CIA analysts anticipated a chilly reception if they reached out to
academics, and they were so accustomed to living in a highly classified world that they had
difficulty talking to people without clearances. Furthermore, despite some lip service, CIA as an
institution did not foster outside contacts. It is worth noting that more contact would not have
been likely to lead CIA to sound the alarm much sooner than it did. Outside experts were just as
blind to what was happening in Iran as were the analysts, partly because they shared the same
assumptions, which I will note below. Indeed, at one point the Agency did consult Iranian
experts, and while some of them had different political preferences and a greater sense of the
strength of anti-Shah sentiment, in harmony with prevailing social science theories they saw the
opposition in terms of a liberal, modernizing, middle class. There was little understanding of
what was really happening in Iran.Another surprise concerned a different aspect of the relations
between CIA and scholars. I had expected analysts to work in a manner not unlike that of
academics. Both groups are, after all, trying to make sense of the world. But in the Iranian case
and many others involving the politics of a country, despite being called analysts, CIA officers
writing on Iran were more like journalists than social scientists. That is, they drew heavily on their
sources and tried to construct a coherent story. Use of explicit methodologies and analytical
frameworks, drawing on generalizations, and posing of alternative hypotheses were foreign to
most of them. They would utilize multiple kinds of information and sometimes note trends and
changes, but they kept close to their sources. If the cables from the field explicitly pointed to a
conclusion, the analysts would draw it, but rarely would they go much beyond, let alone against,
the incoming information.A final and related surprise was the importance of the norms, informal
organizational dynamics, and incentive structure that characterized the production of
intelligence. I am told that on reading my report, one CIA official said, “Jervis is an expert on
misperception, so it is no wonder that he found it.” He was not completely wrong, but it is this
remark more than the report that illustrates the propensity for people to see what they expected.
What I hope comes through in my report is not only the perceptual problems but also the general
sense that the organization was not run in a way that would encourage thoughtful political
analysis. Putting aside the Soviet and perhaps Chinese areas, which of course were the largest
and most important to the Agency, in-depth research was unusual, and probing for alternative
explanations of what was happening was very rare. The incentives were to publish in the
National Intelligence Daily (NID) (now the Senior Executive Intelligence Brief, or SEIB) and the
President’s Daily Brief (PDB), although the latter then did not have the depth or prominence that



it later achieved under President George W. Bush. These briefings are like newspaper stories,
designed to tell the reader what has just happened. There is no space for background and
perspective, let alone analysis of alternative possibilities, evaluation of the quality of the
evidence, or a discussion of the reasoning behind the conclusions. Consistent with this culture,
there was little peer review. Review there was, but it was hierarchical, as nothing went out the
door of CIA without oversight by several levels of managers. It does not appear that these were
analytically probing, however.Of course my objections rest in part on the implicit model of an
intelligence agency as resembling a university, but this may not be foolish. For all their faults,
universities and academic disciplines do a good job of developing knowledge, and they do this
in part by a rigorous system of peer review. This is why I asked CIA to allow me to present my
draft at a meeting with three experienced analysts and three outsiders. Almost all postmortems
have called for more peer reviewing, and indeed, major estimates now not only are scrutinized
by the entire National Intelligence Council but are commented on by informed outsiders. But this
cannot substitute for sustained internal peer review throughout the organization, of which there
was none on Iran in 1978. Today there is more of this, but it is still not enough.Four Major
ErrorsThe report details the problems with the analysis that I found, and here I want to note four
key factors. First, some of the central beliefs held by intelligence were disconfirmable. One major
reason why the analysts did not think the situation was dangerous was that the Shah had not
cracked down. If it were dangerous, they reasoned, he would do so. The very absence of a
massive response then led them to conclude that the situation, although unpleasant, remained
under control. This inference was not foolish. Indeed, a good social scientist would have argued
that revolutions cannot succeed in the face of functioning and effective security forces, and as I
will discuss below, it was not until months after the revolution that crucial facts came to light that
might have explained why the Shah did not use them. But what the analysts failed to realize was
that they could discover that this belief was incorrect only if the crisis became very severe. In
parallel, the important belief that the opposition was such a diverse group that it would eventually
split could be shown to be false only when it was too late. This meant that analysts lacked early
warning indicators and, even worse, neither they nor the policymakers knew that this was the
case.Second, the analysts—and everyone else—believed that the Shah was strong and
decisive and would not shy away from what he needed to do. American and other diplomats saw
the Shah as a self-confident, even arrogant, leader who would not waver. As I will note below,
only subsequently did scholars paint a different picture of the Shah, drawing on his youth and
behavior in the 1953 coup. Had analysts gone back over this history or had they read the
assessments written in the 1950s and 1960s, they would have seen a different Shah, as CIA
officials noted in their comments on my report.Third, no one in or out of the government
understood the role of religion and Khomeini. The senior Iranian political analyst had a great
interest in the religious establishment and had conducted thorough if descriptive research on
this subject, but he did not perceive the beginnings of what we would now call radical or
fundamentalist Islam. Hindsight of course is easy, but perhaps he and others should have



realized that the Shah’s clamping down on all other forms of opposition meant that the religious
leaders could become focal points for antiregime sentiment and activities. The main difficulty
was that analysts, like everyone else at the time, underestimated the potential if not existing role
of religion in many societies. Although modernization theory had taken a battering by the late
1970s, it still seemed inconceivable that anything as retrograde as religion, especially
fundamentalist religion, could be crucial.Finally, the role of nationalism and its twin, anti-
Americanism, was missed and misunderstood because CIA associated these forces with
terrorism, a danger that was of primary concern. Analysts were aware that Khomeini had led
violent protests against the status-of-forces agreement governing the small American military
presence in Iran in 1964 (although when I asked to see the CIA analyses of these events, I was
told it would take weeks to retrieve them from dead storage), and they took comfort from the fact
that this pattern was not recurring. What they and most others missed was that Iranian
nationalism had turned not against the United States directly but against the Shah because he
was seen as an American puppet. Perhaps if the embassy and CIA officers had filled the
analysts’ requests for more of Khomeini’s tapes or had been able to talk to people in the streets,
bazaars, and mosques, intelligence would have detected this dynamic. But people were slow to
understand how nationalism was functioning, especially because everyone in the United States
knew that the Shah was anything but a puppet.Anticipating RevolutionsAs the previous points
indicate, CIA was not good at determining the causes or the extent of the revolutionary impulses
in Iran. Neither this nor the subsequent (and probably ineffective) call for American intelligence
to be in better touch with mass opinion should be surprising. For one thing, predicting
revolutions is very hard. They are not well understood by social science and almost by definition
must come as a surprise to many informed observers, especially those in authority. If the latter
understood what was coming, they would flee, use force, or make concessions.14 While those
who would try to make a revolution must make themselves believe that success is possible,
most people must remain in doubt because revolutions arise not from a simple aggregation of
desires and action but from a complex interaction among large number of individuals, groups,
and centers of power. Anthony Parsons, the British ambassador at the time, gets at part of this
when he says that “we were under no illusions about the popularity of the regime.… Where we
went wrong was that we did not anticipate that the various rivulets of opposition, each of which
had a different reason for resenting the Shah’s rule, would eventually combine into a mighty
stream of protest.”15 But these groups did not act independently of one another because what
each did depended in part on what it thought others would do: beliefs about a revolution’s
prospects of success are central, volatile, and subject to self-fulfilling dynamics.16Although
intelligence organizations do not like to recognize it, they rarely have special advantages in
understanding revolutions and general political developments. CIA and its counterparts are in
the business of stealing secrets, but secrets are rarely at the heart of revolutions.17 This is not to
say that confidential information is completely irrelevant. As I will discuss later, there was a
secret that helps explain the Shah’s behavior, better access to the government’s inner workings



might have indicated that a full crackdown was unlikely, and agents or listening devices close to
Khomeini could have told CIA much about the thinking and intentions of the revolutionaries. But
even this information would not have predicted how the public would react, which was the crucial
factor, and indeed Khomeini himself was wrong in some of his estimates.18 Spying on the
secular opposition also was possible, but any secrets gained would have been misleading
because these groups were as misinformed as U.S. intelligence was.Better nonsecret
information would have helped more. Mingling with the demonstrators and talking to the rank
and file in the opposition might have shown the breadth and depth of the hatred of the Shah, the
power of nationalism, and the role of religious leaders as focal points. But even with the relevant
linguistic and interpersonal skills, it is unclear how much any foreigner could have learned,
although American diplomats serving in the consulates outside Tehran did provide better
information because they mixed with people across much more of the social
spectrum.CHANGESThe obvious question is the extent to which the Agency has changed since
the late 1970s. I cannot offer anything like a full answer because the only subsequent case I
studied in detail was that of Iraqi WMD (see chapter 3), and it was of a very different type. For
what it is worth, however, my impression is that there has been significant improvement. Despite
all the errors discussed in chapter 3, the levels of competence and professionalism seem higher
than they were in 1978. Of course, the issue of Iraqi WMD in 2002–2003 was much more
important than Iranian politics was in 1978 and thus received many more resources and was
subject to more in-depth research and more vigorous debate. It could be that if one were to look
at intelligence today on a country with the same level of priority that Iran had in 1978, things
would look much the same. Nevertheless, my sense is that there has been an improvement in
the general level of training, analytical sophistication, and openness to outside views, in part as
a reaction to the Iraq failure. The basic culture remains, however, and will be discussed in
chapter 4.HOW MY REPORT WAS RECEIVEDThis section can be quite short because as far as
I could tell at the time, there was no substantive reaction to my report. What I heard was nothing
— literally nothing, not even a pro forma thank you, let alone a request to come and discuss the
report. Even though I had become accustomed to some of the strange habits of CIA, this did
seem odd. When I was back at CIA headquarters on some other business about six months
later, I asked to see Helene Boatner, the head of OPA. We had a nice talk, and she said, “I know
that our not having gotten back to you must confirm all your worst suspicions about our desire to
change. But let me reassure you. We have taken your report very seriously and soon are going
to have a retreat with top managers and will ask you to join us to talk about what we should do.”
That was the last I heard.As I mentioned, I thought that if the report leaked, it would be attacked
as being too soft on the Agency. Thus I was surprised to hear the rumor that DCI Turner and his
deputies considered it an extremely harsh indictment. In fact, they initially refused to let anyone
other than the top officials see it. Since I had written it so that it might be of value to middle-level
managers and working-level analysts, I thought this was a waste. After a while, it was released
and used in the new training courses that were being instituted. Some friends have said that



through this channel the report eventually was widely read and had a noticeable impact.I now
know a bit more about how the report was received because I have just read the memos that are
printed in this book, with a few redactions and the omission of some summaries. They can now
speak for themselves, and I have only a little to add. It appears that Bowie asked for comments
only from the former NIO for the area, David Blee, and the three members of the Senior Review
Panel (SRP). I assume that Blee is correct in saying that I was wrong to assert that the National
Intelligence Estimate (NIE) was started as part of a preset schedule, but my main point remains
that it was not triggered by deep concern or an understanding that the situation was unstable.
The members of the SRP had much more to say. This is not surprising since they were
experienced and, while familiar with the Agency, were outsiders.[2]Failing to See That the Shah
Was in DangerINTRODUCTION, POSTMORTEM, AND CIA COMMENTSMy dabbling in issues
of Soviet policy described in the previous chapter contributed to my education (more about the
American government and policy than about the USSR), but it did not lead to a major project. At
the time when this was becoming clear, my friend Bob Bowie, director of CIA’s National Foreign
Assessment Center (NFAC), was testifying before Congress that the unrest in Iran, although
troubling, seemed to be diminishing. A few weeks later, however, a new round of riots was so
serious that the Shah installed a military government and arrested several of his regime’s
leaders, thereby making it obvious that the situation was indeed serious. Bowie was curious, to
put it mildly, about how he and CIA could have been so wrong and so asked me to evaluate
NFAC’s analysis. (As far as I know, this was independent of President Carter’s handwritten note
to Secretary of State Cyrus Vance, National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski, and Director
of Central Intelligence (DCI) Stansfield Turner telling them that he was dissatisfied with the
quality of political intelligence.) Bowie paired me with a senior analyst who was about to retire
(and who thus would not suffer any ill effects from what he might say). But Bowie had little faith in
his ability to do the analytic work required: “Treat him as your research assistant,” he told me. I
was taken aback, but unfortunately this appraisal turned out to be accurate. While my colleague
made helpful comments and guided me through the bureaucratic labyrinth, he wrote only one
section (legitimately still classified) that did not shed much light on the central questions. The
few paragraphs that say, “One of us believes …” or that preface a statement with a blank that
would have revealed a name are his and draw from his previous experience in the Agency.
Bowie also gave us a very competent assistant who could dig out the papers that we needed,
not an easy task in the era before files were electronic.HOW THE REPORT WAS DONEIt was
clear that the report should stop in the first week in November 1978 because that is when the
U.S. government became alarmed. The start date was more arbitrary, but I picked mid-1977
because that is when some minor unrest started, albeit coming from the secular opposition
rather than the forces that later overthrew the Shah. My colleague and I looked at the reports
from the embassy, consulates, and CIA station and studied the various forms of finished
intelligence to see what inferences had been drawn.1 We supplemented this with interviews with
analysts, office managers, and the National Intelligence Officer (NIO), Robert Ames, a rising star



who was to die in the bombing of the Beirut embassy in 1983 but who did not distinguish himself
in this case. The people we interviewed were helpful, although of course I do not know what they
withheld. The lead analyst, having been forced into retirement in the wake of the failure, was
particularly forthcoming and friendly. Several of the other analysts were more guarded, which
puzzled me until I realized that their careers, already damaged, could be further impaired by my
report. I was also struck by the fact that their memories were quite good on substance but were
often way off on timing—they could remember their reactions and evaluations but not when they
were formed. This was true even though some of the events had occurred only three or four
months previously. Some of the errors were self-serving, of course, but not all were, and they
were frequent even when sensitive issues of being right were not at stake, as when the analysts
tried to recall when various people traveled to the region. Events had come so thick and fast that
it was simply impossible to keep them straight.Although the materials I was working with were
classified, the existence of my project was not, as I insisted on being able to tell colleagues and
students what I was doing. I needed to talk to academic experts to learn about Iran, and it would
have been inappropriate to do so without telling them my purpose in case they felt that helping
me was a form of helping the CIA, which they did not want to do. Similarly, some of my graduate
students were quite radical, and although I was not going to give them a veto over my activities, I
wanted to allow them to change advisers if they would feel morally tainted by continuing to work
with me. In fact, none of them cared, and the most radical one simply laughed.WRITING THE
REPORTThe work was straightforward, but a few points may be of interest. First, I believed that
because the Iran intelligence failure was so salient and politicized, the report was sure to leak.2 I
therefore decided—unwisely in retrospect—that although it had been commissioned by Bowie, I
would maintain my independence and not give him periodic progress reports. Perhaps the report
would have had more impact had I kept him informed as I went along, but my initial concern was
compounded when I learned that the colleague who was helping me was a close friend of the
lead Iran analyst and when I also saw that although he and his colleagues had committed a
number of blunders, they were not the complete idiots portrayed in the press. So I feared that the
report would be seen as biased and exculpatory, which meant that it was even more important
for me to maintain complete independence.Collection, Reporting, and PolicyBeing well aware of
bureaucratic power and protocol, Bowie told me to concentrate on judging the quality of the
work in light of the information the analysts had at their disposal and to probe less into the
quality of this information, which would have taken me into the territory of the State Department,
the embassy, and CIA’s Directorate of Operations (DO). Indeed, other agencies were not
informed that the study was under way. Because of these restrictions there were many subjects I
could not get into and many things I could not say. Most obviously, I felt I had to downplay my
criticisms of the collection efforts by the embassy and CIA station in Tehran (the memos by CIA
officials about my report printed below felt I should have said more). The conventional story is
that to avoid antagonizing the Shah, the U.S. government had agreed not to have significant
contacts with the opposition and to get its information on sensitive domestic matters from



SAVAK. Indeed, these “facts” were and still are used to explain why the United States failed to
understand what was happening, but they are wrong. I am sure there were extensive CIA-
SAVAK communications, but I suspect that these largely dealt with the activities of the Tudeh
(Communist) Party. I looked only at reports about internal Iranian politics and the activities of the
opposition, and almost none came from SAVAK. This meant that CIA was under a major
handicap since SAVAK collected extensive information on the protests, which it did not share. As
far as I could tell, CIA never commented on this or alerted intelligence consumers to the fact that
a great deal was going on of which it was unaware, but at least its perspective was not biased by
SAVAK. Bowie told me he thought that one reason we went astray was that we relied on SAVAK,
and so he and other top Agency officials (and policymakers) may have greatly overestimated the
body of information on which the analysts were able to draw. The problem was less that SAVAK
fed us misleading information than that we knew very little.It may be correct that the need to
maintain good relations with SAVAK and the Shah inhibited an aggressive program of gauging
the strength and goals of the opposition (or I should say oppositions, since different factions
were involved). But Agency officials and, as far as I could tell, the State Department never
argued for such a program or complained that restrictions were preventing them from getting
information they needed. My guess is that the U.S. government is rarely well informed about
opposition forces in undemocratic countries, especially when they are as unconventional (by our
standards), as those in Iran. In the first place, to have gathered good information would have
required a diplomatic and covert collection corps with linguistic skills. In fact, however, almost no
Americans on the scene spoke good Farsi. Even if the Shah had not wanted the Americans to be
isolated, they would have been. (Of course, one can argue that without any restrictions, the
United States would have trained more people in Farsi, but I doubt this.) The linguistic barriers
meant that what few and late contacts U.S. officials did have were concentrated on the secular,
middle-class National Front. Unfortunately for American understanding, this group, important as
it had been in an earlier period, played only a small role in the revolution. Furthermore, Iranian
internal politics was not on the priority list established for DO. Much more important were the
security of the secret American facilities that were intercepting Soviet communications and
missile telemetry (the “listening posts”),3 the threat of communism in the region, and the danger
of anti-American terrorism.The weakness of the collection effort meant that the analysts knew
little about what the revolution’s leader, Ayatollah Khomeini, was saying beyond what they could
read in the newspapers. Although his cassette tapes circulated freely in Iran, the embassy and
station were either unable to find them or felt they were of no value. Only one tape was received
even though the leading Agency analyst told the station where in the Tehran bazaar they might
be found.I did not read enough reporting from other capitals to know whether this performance
was markedly below standard. But if this had been the case, I would have expected to hear
complaints. My fear is that what I saw was fairly typical. I would like to believe that things have
greatly improved in the subsequent years, but in fact the increased burden on embassies to
carry out other chores, especially escorting congressional and business delegations, has led to



a decrease in the amount of political reporting.Corridor gossip was that the ambassador in
Tehran, William Sullivan, was an intimidating figure. “He ran a tight ship,” was the phrase I heard.
This certainly is plausible and would explain why reports from the consulates outside Tehran
were more informative and why the embassy reporting become more incisive and worried when
Sullivan was away on home leave in the summer of 1978.The idiosyncrasies of the ambassador
and the limits of what was reported were striking but perhaps not crucial. As far as I know, no
other country was deeply alarmed much before November 1978. In the winter of 1978–79 there
were public reports that months earlier Israeli intelligence had said that things were very serious,
but such cables, if they existed, did not reach the American analysts. I was later told that
significant information from Israel was passed through American military channels to DO, but I
was never able to confirm this. I was also not able to inquire about what oil companies believed.
They had a major stake and a major presence in the country and presumably had a wider range
of contacts than the U.S. government did. But my mandate excluded exploring this question, and
it remains unanswered.My mandate also excluded U.S. policy. The larger issues, such as
whether it was wise to have unstintingly supported the Shah over many years, I will still leave
aside. But a few specific points can be broached. First, much ink has been spilled over what the
United States should have done once it realized that the Shah was in danger. Indeed, these
debates raged while I was writing the report. Although not without interest, they largely miss the
point that by November effective American options had almost entirely disappeared: the Shah
could no longer have brokered a compromise even had the United States pushed for such a
solution, and a military coup would also have been likely to fail.4 Much as American decision
makers want to believe that they can influence the course of events, in this case, by the time they
had a glimpse of what was afoot, it was too late. The descriptions of the horribly contentious and
fragmented American decision-making processes in the winter would be amusing if they were
not so disturbing, but while they tell us a great deal about the Carter administration, there is no
reason to believe that a better process would have yielded an effective policy.5Even before the
situation received high-level attention, the government was divided on the issue of whether the
Shah should be pushed toward greater democracy. Although Brzezinski and others were
skeptical, until November, day-to-day guidance was supplied by the State Department, whose
officials, especially at the working level, urged reforms. It is Political Science 101 that reform from
above is very difficult and often leads to disintegration, as the experience of the former Soviet
president Mikhail Gorbachev reminds us. The general topic is a fascinating one, but what is
relevant here is how it did—or did not—play into intelligence. As my report makes clear, CIA
expected that if instability grew, the Shah would “crack down”— i.e., use massive force. Later I
will discuss why this sensible judgment was in error; the point here is that although cables from
the U.S. embassy made it clear that it was urging the Shah to continue liberalizing, the analysts
never pointed out the discrepancy between what they expected to happen if the situation
deteriorated and the advice the United States was giving.6 The reason is that analysts are not
permitted to comment on American policy. This is understandable since decision makers do not



want kibitzing, but it can be a major defect when the other side’s behavior is strongly influenced
by what the United States is doing.7 The Iran analysts accepted this limitation and internalized it.
Indeed, when I asked them about this discrepancy, they were startled and said they had not
even noticed it.I mentioned this problem only briefly. The first draft had several pages on it,
including full documentation. But as I noted above, I expected the report to be leaked and feared
that this section would stand out and would be seized upon to attack the Carter administration,
which I did not think needed even more bashing. So I deleted most of the detail and just left the
basic point. Had I not been constrained, I would have emphasized the point, which I do think has
general importance. Ironically, the Agency commentators criticized the report for lack of attention
to the political context.Even though I doubt that American policy determined the Shah’s
behavior, I was and still am puzzled by the State Department’s position. Since Bowie did not
want other parts of the government to know what I was doing, I could not talk to people at State,
and nothing I have read later gives me a coherent picture of what these officials were thinking
when they pushed for liberalization. This behavior would have made sense if they had believed
that the regime was strong and skillful enough to carry out this policy. Instead, they seem to have
believed that the regime was not only despicable but also rotten, which means they should have
sounded the alarm early (and State’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research (INR) did take a
pessimistic position). They also should have been hesitant to push for reforms that could have
brought the regime down. Perhaps they shared the impression of some nongovernmental
observers that a revolution would not be disastrous for the United States, that Khomeini would
be moderate and/or not seek to dominate the government, and that the liberal middle-class
reformers would take power.8 In the period covered by my study, these questions did not arise
for CIA because it believed that the Shah’s regime was in no real danger. It is unfortunate that
there were no full and frank discussions during the spring and summer when the United States
had more options.In light of recent controversies, we should ask whether intelligence was highly
politicized—i.e., whether the analysts were pressured by policymakers or, more likely, whether
their knowledge of the extent to which the United States relied on the Shah generated
psychological pressures against seeing that American policy was not working. I do not think
either of these was the case, although some of the CIA commentators on the report have a
somewhat different view. Until early fall of 1978, policymakers were not concerned enough about
Iran to pay any attention to intelligence. Then, as things grew more serious, the administration
was preoccupied with the Camp David negotiations with Israel’s prime minister Begin and
Egypt’s president Sadat. My interviews did not produce any indications that intelligence analysts
suppressed doubts in order to avoid disturbing their superiors or customers, although such
biases, discussed in the Iraq case, can operate without the person’s awareness. If the analysts
did trim their sails, then journalists and other countries’ diplomats who did not feel these
pressures should have been much quicker to understand what was happening. Although I am
sure that one could find some people who were, most journalists reported on the waxing and
waning of the unrest without any greater insight than that shown in the embassy cables or the



intelligence. Similarly, other countries that were not so tied to the Shah do not appear to have
seen the situation any more clearly.SUBSTANCE OF THE REPORTI hope the report speaks for
itself, but before highlighting a few of the main findings and what surprised me, I want to
reassure readers that the parts that are deleted (“redactions” is the term of art) do not change
the story. Many classification markings, references to other documents, and names have been
removed, as has some material provided by other governments or intelligence services. In a few
cases, information from sensitive sources has been deleted. But everything important has been
declassified. Because I wanted to make the report as complete as possible, I included large
sections that quoted and summarized reports from the field and detailed what NFAC drew from
them. In the interests of keeping this chapter to a manageable length I have deleted some of this
material. Such cuts are indicated by ellipses, and are distinguished from redactions which are
marked by angle brackets. The report also included a summary of fifteen pages (unusually long
for a government paper) drawn entirely from the text. I have not printed it on the grounds that
readers of this book are more willing than officials to read the entire document. The only other
changes I have made are to correct typographical errors.9SurprisesThe first surprise was the
paucity of resources dedicated to Iran. There were only two political analysts and two economic
analysts in CIA; neither INR nor the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) had an expert on Iranian
politics, although each did have a person who was nominally responsible. The CIA station in
Tehran was not large and produced little political intelligence. Like many people who did not
know the government from the inside, I had assumed extensive coverage of every country. In
fact, this was out of reach and remains so. During the cold war, only the USSR and, to a lesser
extent, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) were studied by more than a handful of analysts. I
was also surprised that CIA in particular and the government in general did not engage in more
thorough and detailed research.10 There probably was more work of this type on Iran than on
many countries because the lead analyst liked to work in depth, which he could do because
there was little pressure for comments on current happenings. Ironically, in the summer of 1978
he completed a long paper on the religious leadership. But this paper, like much else I saw, was
more descriptive than analytical. It had a lot of facts but did not try to make much of them.Until
the crisis, intelligence on Iran did not receive much of an audience. This also surprised me,
although it should not have. Top officials are incredibly busy, and even thirty years ago, when
they probably read more than is the case now, intelligence about a country that did not require
immediate decisions could not attract many readers. This not only lowered the analysts’ morale
but meant that their reports did not get the kind of questioning and critical scrutiny that could
have helped keep them on their toes. (As the Iraq case shows, attention can be a mixed
blessing, especially when policymakers know the answers they want to hear.)I had expected,
again naively, that even if policymakers did not read long intelligence papers, the members of
the intelligence community would constitute a sort of intellectual community, with people
probing, commenting on, and criticizing one another’s work. In fact, this was not the case, and
contacts among the people working on Iran were relatively infrequent. Some years earlier an



enterprising State Department desk officer had organized a monthly meeting, but such
interactions depended on individual initiative and so were episodic. Contact was also inhibited
by CIA’s physical isolation and the fact that thirty years ago secure telephones were rare and
cumbersome.11 This might not have been so bad if analysts working on different countries had
formed a peer group whose members shared ideas and reviewed one other’s analysis. But the
orientation of the Agency was vertical, not horizontal, and despite the fact that many analysts
moved from one country to another every few years, not only concerns for security but informal
norms militated against these kinds of discussions.Even more startling, there was little
communication between the political analysts on Iran, located in the Office of Political Affairs
(OPA; also known as Office of Regional and Political Affairs, or ORPA) and economic analysts,
housed in the Office of Economic Affairs (OEA). From my perspective, one obvious source of the
unrest was the unstable economic situation.12 This obviously called for joint political and
economic analysis. But little occurred as each group examined its area with little attention to the
political consequences of economic changes or the way in which Iranians might use political
instruments for economic purposes. Interestingly enough, when Ronald Reagan was elected
president and William Casey took over as DCI, he not only replaced NFAC with the Directorate
of Intelligence (DI) but changed its internal organization from a functional to a geographic one,
thereby bringing economic, military, and political analysts into closer contact.13I was also
surprised that CIA had few contacts with academics and other outside experts. Of course the
Vietnam War had generated a great deal of mistrust and hostility, and many academics strongly
objected to American policies or feared that associating with CIA would hamper their foreign
contacts. For their part, CIA analysts anticipated a chilly reception if they reached out to
academics, and they were so accustomed to living in a highly classified world that they had
difficulty talking to people without clearances. Furthermore, despite some lip service, CIA as an
institution did not foster outside contacts. It is worth noting that more contact would not have
been likely to lead CIA to sound the alarm much sooner than it did. Outside experts were just as
blind to what was happening in Iran as were the analysts, partly because they shared the same
assumptions, which I will note below. Indeed, at one point the Agency did consult Iranian
experts, and while some of them had different political preferences and a greater sense of the
strength of anti-Shah sentiment, in harmony with prevailing social science theories they saw the
opposition in terms of a liberal, modernizing, middle class. There was little understanding of
what was really happening in Iran.Another surprise concerned a different aspect of the relations
between CIA and scholars. I had expected analysts to work in a manner not unlike that of
academics. Both groups are, after all, trying to make sense of the world. But in the Iranian case
and many others involving the politics of a country, despite being called analysts, CIA officers
writing on Iran were more like journalists than social scientists. That is, they drew heavily on their
sources and tried to construct a coherent story. Use of explicit methodologies and analytical
frameworks, drawing on generalizations, and posing of alternative hypotheses were foreign to
most of them. They would utilize multiple kinds of information and sometimes note trends and



changes, but they kept close to their sources. If the cables from the field explicitly pointed to a
conclusion, the analysts would draw it, but rarely would they go much beyond, let alone against,
the incoming information.A final and related surprise was the importance of the norms, informal
organizational dynamics, and incentive structure that characterized the production of
intelligence. I am told that on reading my report, one CIA official said, “Jervis is an expert on
misperception, so it is no wonder that he found it.” He was not completely wrong, but it is this
remark more than the report that illustrates the propensity for people to see what they expected.
What I hope comes through in my report is not only the perceptual problems but also the general
sense that the organization was not run in a way that would encourage thoughtful political
analysis. Putting aside the Soviet and perhaps Chinese areas, which of course were the largest
and most important to the Agency, in-depth research was unusual, and probing for alternative
explanations of what was happening was very rare. The incentives were to publish in the
National Intelligence Daily (NID) (now the Senior Executive Intelligence Brief, or SEIB) and the
President’s Daily Brief (PDB), although the latter then did not have the depth or prominence that
it later achieved under President George W. Bush. These briefings are like newspaper stories,
designed to tell the reader what has just happened. There is no space for background and
perspective, let alone analysis of alternative possibilities, evaluation of the quality of the
evidence, or a discussion of the reasoning behind the conclusions. Consistent with this culture,
there was little peer review. Review there was, but it was hierarchical, as nothing went out the
door of CIA without oversight by several levels of managers. It does not appear that these were
analytically probing, however.Of course my objections rest in part on the implicit model of an
intelligence agency as resembling a university, but this may not be foolish. For all their faults,
universities and academic disciplines do a good job of developing knowledge, and they do this
in part by a rigorous system of peer review. This is why I asked CIA to allow me to present my
draft at a meeting with three experienced analysts and three outsiders. Almost all postmortems
have called for more peer reviewing, and indeed, major estimates now not only are scrutinized
by the entire National Intelligence Council but are commented on by informed outsiders. But this
cannot substitute for sustained internal peer review throughout the organization, of which there
was none on Iran in 1978. Today there is more of this, but it is still not enough.Four Major
ErrorsThe report details the problems with the analysis that I found, and here I want to note four
key factors. First, some of the central beliefs held by intelligence were disconfirmable. One major
reason why the analysts did not think the situation was dangerous was that the Shah had not
cracked down. If it were dangerous, they reasoned, he would do so. The very absence of a
massive response then led them to conclude that the situation, although unpleasant, remained
under control. This inference was not foolish. Indeed, a good social scientist would have argued
that revolutions cannot succeed in the face of functioning and effective security forces, and as I
will discuss below, it was not until months after the revolution that crucial facts came to light that
might have explained why the Shah did not use them. But what the analysts failed to realize was
that they could discover that this belief was incorrect only if the crisis became very severe. In



parallel, the important belief that the opposition was such a diverse group that it would eventually
split could be shown to be false only when it was too late. This meant that analysts lacked early
warning indicators and, even worse, neither they nor the policymakers knew that this was the
case.Second, the analysts—and everyone else—believed that the Shah was strong and
decisive and would not shy away from what he needed to do. American and other diplomats saw
the Shah as a self-confident, even arrogant, leader who would not waver. As I will note below,
only subsequently did scholars paint a different picture of the Shah, drawing on his youth and
behavior in the 1953 coup. Had analysts gone back over this history or had they read the
assessments written in the 1950s and 1960s, they would have seen a different Shah, as CIA
officials noted in their comments on my report.Third, no one in or out of the government
understood the role of religion and Khomeini. The senior Iranian political analyst had a great
interest in the religious establishment and had conducted thorough if descriptive research on
this subject, but he did not perceive the beginnings of what we would now call radical or
fundamentalist Islam. Hindsight of course is easy, but perhaps he and others should have
realized that the Shah’s clamping down on all other forms of opposition meant that the religious
leaders could become focal points for antiregime sentiment and activities. The main difficulty
was that analysts, like everyone else at the time, underestimated the potential if not existing role
of religion in many societies. Although modernization theory had taken a battering by the late
1970s, it still seemed inconceivable that anything as retrograde as religion, especially
fundamentalist religion, could be crucial.Finally, the role of nationalism and its twin, anti-
Americanism, was missed and misunderstood because CIA associated these forces with
terrorism, a danger that was of primary concern. Analysts were aware that Khomeini had led
violent protests against the status-of-forces agreement governing the small American military
presence in Iran in 1964 (although when I asked to see the CIA analyses of these events, I was
told it would take weeks to retrieve them from dead storage), and they took comfort from the fact
that this pattern was not recurring. What they and most others missed was that Iranian
nationalism had turned not against the United States directly but against the Shah because he
was seen as an American puppet. Perhaps if the embassy and CIA officers had filled the
analysts’ requests for more of Khomeini’s tapes or had been able to talk to people in the streets,
bazaars, and mosques, intelligence would have detected this dynamic. But people were slow to
understand how nationalism was functioning, especially because everyone in the United States
knew that the Shah was anything but a puppet.Anticipating RevolutionsAs the previous points
indicate, CIA was not good at determining the causes or the extent of the revolutionary impulses
in Iran. Neither this nor the subsequent (and probably ineffective) call for American intelligence
to be in better touch with mass opinion should be surprising. For one thing, predicting
revolutions is very hard. They are not well understood by social science and almost by definition
must come as a surprise to many informed observers, especially those in authority. If the latter
understood what was coming, they would flee, use force, or make concessions.14 While those
who would try to make a revolution must make themselves believe that success is possible,



most people must remain in doubt because revolutions arise not from a simple aggregation of
desires and action but from a complex interaction among large number of individuals, groups,
and centers of power. Anthony Parsons, the British ambassador at the time, gets at part of this
when he says that “we were under no illusions about the popularity of the regime.… Where we
went wrong was that we did not anticipate that the various rivulets of opposition, each of which
had a different reason for resenting the Shah’s rule, would eventually combine into a mighty
stream of protest.”15 But these groups did not act independently of one another because what
each did depended in part on what it thought others would do: beliefs about a revolution’s
prospects of success are central, volatile, and subject to self-fulfilling dynamics.16Although
intelligence organizations do not like to recognize it, they rarely have special advantages in
understanding revolutions and general political developments. CIA and its counterparts are in
the business of stealing secrets, but secrets are rarely at the heart of revolutions.17 This is not to
say that confidential information is completely irrelevant. As I will discuss later, there was a
secret that helps explain the Shah’s behavior, better access to the government’s inner workings
might have indicated that a full crackdown was unlikely, and agents or listening devices close to
Khomeini could have told CIA much about the thinking and intentions of the revolutionaries. But
even this information would not have predicted how the public would react, which was the crucial
factor, and indeed Khomeini himself was wrong in some of his estimates.18 Spying on the
secular opposition also was possible, but any secrets gained would have been misleading
because these groups were as misinformed as U.S. intelligence was.Better nonsecret
information would have helped more. Mingling with the demonstrators and talking to the rank
and file in the opposition might have shown the breadth and depth of the hatred of the Shah, the
power of nationalism, and the role of religious leaders as focal points. But even with the relevant
linguistic and interpersonal skills, it is unclear how much any foreigner could have learned,
although American diplomats serving in the consulates outside Tehran did provide better
information because they mixed with people across much more of the social
spectrum.CHANGESThe obvious question is the extent to which the Agency has changed since
the late 1970s. I cannot offer anything like a full answer because the only subsequent case I
studied in detail was that of Iraqi WMD (see chapter 3), and it was of a very different type. For
what it is worth, however, my impression is that there has been significant improvement. Despite
all the errors discussed in chapter 3, the levels of competence and professionalism seem higher
than they were in 1978. Of course, the issue of Iraqi WMD in 2002–2003 was much more
important than Iranian politics was in 1978 and thus received many more resources and was
subject to more in-depth research and more vigorous debate. It could be that if one were to look
at intelligence today on a country with the same level of priority that Iran had in 1978, things
would look much the same. Nevertheless, my sense is that there has been an improvement in
the general level of training, analytical sophistication, and openness to outside views, in part as
a reaction to the Iraq failure. The basic culture remains, however, and will be discussed in
chapter 4.HOW MY REPORT WAS RECEIVEDThis section can be quite short because as far as



I could tell at the time, there was no substantive reaction to my report. What I heard was nothing
— literally nothing, not even a pro forma thank you, let alone a request to come and discuss the
report. Even though I had become accustomed to some of the strange habits of CIA, this did
seem odd. When I was back at CIA headquarters on some other business about six months
later, I asked to see Helene Boatner, the head of OPA. We had a nice talk, and she said, “I know
that our not having gotten back to you must confirm all your worst suspicions about our desire to
change. But let me reassure you. We have taken your report very seriously and soon are going
to have a retreat with top managers and will ask you to join us to talk about what we should do.”
That was the last I heard.As I mentioned, I thought that if the report leaked, it would be attacked
as being too soft on the Agency. Thus I was surprised to hear the rumor that DCI Turner and his
deputies considered it an extremely harsh indictment. In fact, they initially refused to let anyone
other than the top officials see it. Since I had written it so that it might be of value to middle-level
managers and working-level analysts, I thought this was a waste. After a while, it was released
and used in the new training courses that were being instituted. Some friends have said that
through this channel the report eventually was widely read and had a noticeable impact.I now
know a bit more about how the report was received because I have just read the memos that are
printed in this book, with a few redactions and the omission of some summaries. They can now
speak for themselves, and I have only a little to add. It appears that Bowie asked for comments
only from the former NIO for the area, David Blee, and the three members of the Senior Review
Panel (SRP). I assume that Blee is correct in saying that I was wrong to assert that the National
Intelligence Estimate (NIE) was started as part of a preset schedule, but my main point remains
that it was not triggered by deep concern or an understanding that the situation was unstable.
The members of the SRP had much more to say. This is not surprising since they were
experienced and, while familiar with the Agency, were outsiders.
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L. Atha, “Interesting Book from a Great Scholar on systematic failures in Intel. I thought this was
a great book. It helped me develop insight into the problem of warning.Policymakers aren’t going
to listen to warning until they are prepared to take up a problem. Great book from a non-biased
scholar who was given great access to do a critical look at some Intel failures.”

Retired Reader, “Dissecting Failure. Undoubtedly the most interesting portion of this very
interesting book, is the CIA sponsored post-mortem report on why the Iranian Revolution caught
CIA by surprise. Remarkably, this report is presented in full with very few redactions and
includes the critiques of the report by senior CIA officials. As such it makes for fascinating
reading.The brief given to Jervis (then a part time CIA consultant) and an unnamed CIA officer
who was to assist in this work was to concentrate on the specific issue of the analytic tradecraft
employed by CIA Iranian analysts prior to the revolution. On the whole Jervis and his shadowy
assistant produced what appears to be a very fair report. This report concluded that given the
information available to them, the two CIA political analysts assigned to Iran did a pretty credible
job. One of these analysts was actually an Iranian target expert and Farsi linguist.Yet it is clear
that these analysts took a very narrow view of their specialty and failed to place political events
in the context of social and economic changes then effecting Iran. They also failed to make use
of open source information on Iran or examine the strong Shia religious influences affecting Iran.
As Jervis noted in his report what was then CIA's office of political analysis failed to
communicate with its office of economic analysis. Further the National Intelligence Officer (NIO)
for Iran failed to communicate with any of the analysts working Iran or to provide any guidance to
them. Although his brief specifically did not include collection issues, Jervis also noted that the
U.S. Embassy staff in Tehran (including CIA officers) included no Farsi speakers and did not
have significant contacts outside of the Iranian Government.The CIA response to this report is
quite illuminating if not surprising. They ignored his comments about lack of internal
communication between the political and economic analyst, between CIA analysts and State
INR analysts, and between the NIO and working analysts. They also ignored his comment about
the cultural isolation of CIA officers in Tehran. They did however make a great deal of his general
exoneration of CIA analysts on the narrow grounds that the information they were using was
quite limited. And of course there was a good deal of bureaucratic posturing to demonstrate that
no one at CIA could be blamed for this failure.The second post-mortem that Jervis provides in
this book that he did on his own dime, is a review of the notorious National Intelligence Estimate
(NIE) that argued that Saddam Hussein's Iraq had an active program for building Weapons of
Mass Destruction (WMD). In this effort Jervis again makes a successful effort to present a fair
and balanced account of how CIA produced such a completely incorrect NIE. In the course of
doing so he provides very good discussions of the sensitive issue of political influence on
intelligence production and conversely of the role of intelligence in policy formulation.This is a



good book for intelligence aficionados and for anyone trying to understand how the U.S.
intelligence system actually works.”

scipio42, “A good critique of intelligence analysis for professional readers. With „Why
Intelligence Fails“ Robert Jervis provides a detailed and very insightful critique of two
intelligence estimates but discerns broader problems as well as possible solutions to make
intelligence analysis better from there.The author was contracted by the CIA to conduct a post
mortem analysis of CIA estimates of the stability of the Persian government before the revolution
of 1978. He uses this as well as the documents on the NIE concerning Iraqi WMD to analyze
why the estimates were wrong. Jervis did not write a book for the average reader but for
intelligence professionals and therefore does not make an attempt to simplify his language or
catch the reader’s attention. He neither guides the reader nor dramatizes his account but very
objectively states the facts and makes deductions.After a short introduction Jervis provides
some background to the CIA estimates on the Shah’s regime and his own report. He then
provides the bulk of his original unclassified report and discusses his findings as well as the CIA
reaction to them. His discussion of the WMD NIE is more to the point as less details are publicly
available. Again some context is given and objective details are critiqued. Especially interesting
here is his assessment the political level of the administration indeed made it clear, what results
it demanded and exerted pressure to get them but neither interfered nor rewritten any part of the
intelligence estimate. In the final chapter Jervis provides possible solutions to the problems he
discussed and points toward a different organizational as well as analytical culture within the
Intelligence Community.In summary this is a well done critique of the intelligence analyses in
question which could have been written better. While mainly interesting to the professional
reader concerned with intelligence analysis it does hold many interesting insights for readers
interested in the historical events concerned and what part the intelligence estimates played.”
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