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necessity of starting war sooner rather than later. The other problem with 
mirror imaging is that it assumes a certain level of shared rationality. It leaves 
no room for the irrational actor, an individual or nation whose rationality is 
based on something different or unfamiliar—for example, suicidal terrorists 
viewed through the eyes of Western culture.

Fourth, and perhaps most important, policy makers are free to reject or to 
ignore the intelligence they are offered. They may suffer penalties down the 
road if their policy has bad outcomes, but policy makers cannot be forced to 
take heed of intelligence. Thus, they can dispense with intelligence at will, and 
intelligence officers cannot press their way (or their products) back into the 
process in such cases.

This host of weaknesses seems to overpower the positive aspects of 
intelligence. It certainly suggests and underscores the fragility of intelligence 
within the policy process. How, then, can it be determined whether 
intelligence matters? The best way, at least retrospectively, is to ask, Would 
policy makers have made different choices with or without a given piece 
of intelligence? If the answer is yes, or even maybe, then the intelligence 
mattered. The answer to this can still be elusive because much intelligence may 
not be related to a specific event or decision. Richard Kerr, a former Deputy 
Director of Central Intelligence, reviewed fifty years of CIA analysis across a 
range of issues and concluded that, despite highs and lows of performance, 
intelligence helped reduce policy makers’ uncertainty and provided them with 
understanding and with warning on a fairly consistent basis. That should be 
seen as a valuable service even if one admits that intelligence will not always be 
correct. (See box, “Intelligence: A Working Concept.”)

Intelligence: A Working Concept

Intelligence is the process by which specific types of information 
important to national security are requested, collected, analyzed, 
and provided to policy makers; the products of that process; 
the safeguarding of these processes and this information by 
counterintelligence activities; and the carrying out of operations as 
requested by lawful authorities.

We return to the question: What is intelligence? Alan Breakspear, a veteran 
Canadian intelligence officer, defines intelligence as a capability to forecast 
changes—either positive or negative—in time to do something about them. 
We often tend to think about intelligence-related events in the negative. 




