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R
obert Jervis’ latest book is a bit cheeky. His 
examination of why the CIA was slow to realize 
the Shah might fall is centered upon a recently 
de-classified report he wrote on that subject for 
the Agency in the spring of 1979. That said, this 

is actually an effective device for comparing the reasons for 
intelligence failures separated by 
more than two decades. Jervis also 
casts his net wider than most post 
mortems, bringing to bear his under-
standing of analysts and of social sci-
ence methods. 

Jervis challenges the assump-
tion that fixing the ‘machinery’ of 
intelligence will solve the problem 
of intelligence failures. The reasons 
for a failure may lie as much in ana-
lysts’ minds as in the structure and 
processes of their agencies. One of 
Jervis’ main themes is that intelli-
gence analysts may rely upon intu-
ition rather than upon social science 
methods. As a result, they may leave 
crucial assumptions unexamined and 
unexplained, or, they may fail to 
develop testable hypotheses. Jervis 
also makes the points that better 
analysis may make judgements less 
certain, rather than lead to wholly 
different judgements, that it may not 
lead to more effective policies, and 
that specific intelligence failures 
may be avoidable, but the overall phenomenon is not. Anyone 
seeking to excuse a policy failure or to assign blame for an 
intelligence failure will find these conclusions disturbing. 
Equally disturbing for intelligence agencies is Jervis’ con-
clusion that they seldom have the advantage in understanding 
revolution and political developments. As he puts it: “[The] 
CIA and its counterparts are in the business of stealing 
secrets, but secrets are rarely at the heart of revolutions.”

In the case of the fall of the Shah, there was little contact 
between political and economic analysts in the CIA. Little 
attention was paid to the political consequences of economic 
change, and scant thought was given to how Iranians might 
use political means to effect economic change. In Jervis’ view, 
analysts were more like journalists than social scientists, seek-
ing to tell a story, but rarely looking for alternative explana-
tions. They did not realize that a limited human intelligence 

capability was giving them the wrong impression of the revo-
lutionary movement, and so, they over-estimated the role of 
the middle class and under-estimated that of religion. Analysts 
believed the Shah was strong and decisive, and would crack 
down on dissent if required to do so, a belief which was never 
actually brought to fruition. They did not realize this belief 
would prove to be wrong only when it was too late. They did 
not read the CIA’s own assessments of the Shah from the 
1950s and 1960s, and did not realize how much their percep-
tion of the Shah had changed. 

Jervis identifies a number of failures by analysts in the 
lead-up to the war against Iraq, some of which may not be 
apparent at first blush. The American and British intelligence 
communities did attempt to see the situation through 
Saddam’s eyes but, they did not realize how very isolated he 

was. Neither did they understand 
his regimes’ efforts to balance the 
need to secure relief from sanctions 
with the need to deter Iran, nor that 
Saddam was engaged in a self-
defeating bluff. As Jervis writes: 
“When the situation is this bizarre, 
it is not likely to be understood.” 
The inferences drawn about Iraq 
and weapons of mass destruction 
were very plausible; however, they 
were expressed with too much cer-
tainty. This was due in part to ana-
lysts’ failure to consider alternative 
explanations. That said, the alterna-
tives may not have been viewed as 
credible, and, arguably, even what is 
now believed to have been the case 
did not fit the evidence any better 
than did the prevailing assessment 
of the situation.

Jervis also examines the envi-
ronment in which the US intelli-
gence community had to operate. 
Given the justification for the war, 
that is, to remove a tyrant seeking 

weapons of mass destruction, it can be argued that there was 
only a limited role for intelligence. A corollary to this argu-
ment is that intelligence errors were then irrelevant. The 
American intelligence community consistently warned that 
the aftermath of the invasion of Iraq would be difficult, and 
denied that there was credible evidence of Saddam’s involve-
ment in 9/11, all in the face of repeated challenges from 
Vice-President Cheney. Then again, policy makers are right 
to scrutinize what they believe to be incorrect judgements, 
and to require a higher level of proof from intelligence agen-
cies when the available evidence does not support their pre-
ferred policies. The Bush Administration created “… an 
atmosphere that was not conducive to critical analysis,” 
which thereby exacerbated analytical shortcomings. Once the 
intelligence community accepted that the United States and 
the United Kingdom were committed to war, it stopped 
examining evidence with critical eyes. 
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The author spends little time examining possible struc-
tural changes to intelligence organizations, or the American 
intelligence community writ large. Rather, he considers pos-
sibilities such as the practice of peer review typical of the 
scholarly world. One of his most interesting and unusual sug-
gestions is that one role of intelligence may be to raise ques-
tions, to identify fundamental issues to policy makers, and to 
highlight the judgements upon which decisions should be 
predicated. Such a role would, no doubt, cause discomfort for 
those policy makers who expect intelligence to provide only 
answers, even more so for those who expect intelligence to 
provide support to policy preferences.

One of the very few and minor flaws in Jervis’ book 
occurs in the very last chapter, where he uses historical exam-
ples to illustrate his points. They are certainly relevant, but 

Jervis pre-supposes a fairly broad knowledge of intelligence 
history, and he does not explain them in much detail. 
Nevertheless, Why Intelligence Fails offers many insights, 
many more than those mentioned herein. Some students of 
history or practitioners of intelligence may take issue with the 
factors Jervis considers, or with the weight he assigns to each 
in the two intelligence failures. Nevertheless, all will find their 
copies of Why Intelligence Fails a ‘mass of yellow high-
lighter’ by the time they have finished reading it. 
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T
he author, Dr. James Fergusson, is the Director 
of the Centre for Defence and Security Studies, 
a professor in the Department of Political 
Studies at the University 
of Manitoba, and a Senior 

Research Fellow with the Canadian and 
Foreign Affairs Institute.  Frequently 
referred to as Canada’s ‘Mr. Ballistic 
Missile Defence,’ James Fergusson is 
recognized as a Canadian national secu-
rity expert, and he has been commis-
sioned to write several reports on the 
subject by the Department of National 
Defence (DND). Additionally, he has 
testified to the Standing Committee on 
National Defence and Veteran’s Affairs 
(SCODVA), and has lectured at the 
Canadian Forces College.

Prior to this reviewed work, Dr. 
Fergusson’s recent publications in the 
area of ballistic missile defence include 
a collaborative effort with Wilson 
Wong, a Research Fellow at the Centre 
for Defence and Security Studies in 
Winnipeg, entitled The Military Uses of 
Outer Space (Westport: Praeger Security International, 
2010); and another collaborative effort with David 
McDonough, a Doctoral Fellow in Foreign Policy Studies 
and a Research Associate at Dalhousie University’s Centre 

for International Policy Studies, entitled “WMD, 
Proliferation and Missile Defence: A Canadian Perspective,” 
in Thomas Adams and David S. McDonough (eds.), 
Canada’s National Security Strategy, Interests and Threats 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2010). He has also 
recently authored Beneath the Radar: Change and 
Transformation in the Canada-US North American Defence 
Relationship (Calgary: Canadian Defence and Foreign 
Affairs Institute, 2009). 

Drawing from collected interviews of government offi-
cials, previously classified government documents, and media 
archives, Ferguson presents, in Canada and Ballistic Missile 
Defence, 1954-2009, a comprehensive review of Canada’s 

ballistic missile defence policies. He 
demonstrates that our decision makers in 
Ottawa sometimes sacrificed our national 
defence interests for a notion of interna-
tional security. The author makes a com-
pelling case that Canada’s policy on bal-
listic missile defence has been akin to a 
‘dysfunctional diplomatic tango’ to avoid 
the issue. He discusses the weakness of 
successive Canadian governments to 
think strategically, and to formulate a 
clear statement with respect to nuclear 
defence. He brings to our attention what 
he believes to be Ottawa’s timid decision 
making in matters of nuclear defence, 
often influenced by domestic issues, as 
well as the ebb and flow of Canadian 
public opinion with respect to US poli-
cies. 

Fergusson describes very skilfully 
the ambiguity of our ballistic defence 
policy making due to interdepartmental 

rivalry, exacerbated by a lack of leadership from successive 
prime ministers. In support of this analysis, Ferguson uses the 
example of internal strife between DND and the Department 
of Foreign and International Affairs (DFAIT) over the issue of 


