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detecting and analyzing domestic violent threats before they materialized. Ard emphasized
the need for more effective intelligence collection strategies to address future homeland

security challenges (Ard, 2024).
In light of the above, the following research questions are raised:

- What are the key theoretical schools that have emerged to explain intelligence failures,

particularly in the context of surprise attacks?

- What are the most significant intelligence failures in recent decades, and how have
academic  studies addressed them through various theoretical lenses?
- What are the recurring patterns and underlying causes of these failures? What lessons

can be learned, and what recommendations can be made?

This study relies primarily on Western academic articles published in peer-reviewed
journals, in addition to major books issued by reputable academic publishers. Chapter One
presents the intellectual trends and theories developed to explain intelligence failure,
outlining the main schools of thought that emerged accordingly. Chapter Two analyzes a
selection of the most prominent intelligence failures in modern and contemporary history,
as discussed in the scholarly literature, with the goal of identifying the nature and causes
of failure in each case. Chapter Three concludes by identifying recurring patterns among
these cases, leading to the formulation of lessons learned and forward-looking

recommendations.

It is important to note that this study does not examine the official post-mortem reports
issued by government commissions following intelligence failures—such as the g9/11
Commission Report published in July 2004—but rather draws on academic research and
scholarly works that have engaged with these incidents. These academic studies, in turn,
have incorporated and critically analyzed official reports within their methodologies,

offering deeper, multifaceted readings that go beyond the scope of official documentation.
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Within this framework, the present research endeavor stands as one of the few attempts
to offer a comprehensive review of the major intellectual schools that have addressed
intelligence failure. It also provides an analysis of the most prominent cases of failure
throughout the past century across diverse contexts—from military attacks and wars to
terrorist operations, as well as shifts in political regimes and other nontraditional domains.
This study examines leading academic works that approached each case from multiple
angles: including cultural perspectives on failure, indicator analysis, warning systems,
strategic assumption frameworks, decision-making impediments, organizational
challenges, and intelligence-gathering deficiencies, among others. Such diversity in
analytical approaches enriches understanding and offers a well-rounded, integrated view
of each case under study. This work also represents one of the few efforts to identify
recurring and shared patterns across different intelligence failures, ultimately aiming to
draw actionable lessons and propose pragmatic recommendations. It adopts a pragmatic
outlook that recognizes the inevitability of surprise, while firmly rejecting complacency.
Rather, it emphasizes the value of preparedness and proactive planning to mitigate the

consequences of such surprises.

It is worth noting that some recent research has begun to address intelligence failures in
nontraditional contexts, although such studies remain limited. For example, Polish scholar
Kacper Gradon and American researcher Wesley Moy explored intelligence failure in the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic and the causes behind the failure to effectively respond
to global health crises. In the same vein, American analyst Michael Ard examined the
intelligence failure surrounding the January 6, 2021 attack on the U.S. Capitol, focusing on
the shortcomings of domestic intelligence efforts. In his article titled "Examining the
Intelligence Failure of the January 6 Capitol Attack: Homeland Security Challenges and the
Role of Human Intelligence (HUMINT), "published in Intelligence and National Securityin
2024, Ard argued that official investigations concentrated on weak social media analysis
and poor dissemination of intelligence, while largely overlooking the failure in human
intelligence collection (HUMINT). He pointed out that deep political polarization in the

United States hindered intelligence-gathering efforts and exposed a lack of capability in
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pattern that has recurred throughout history regardless of differences in states, cultures, or
conflict types. Strategic surprise occurs when it weakens or neutralizes the victim's
deterrence strategy in the early moments of an attack. Thus, intelligence failure, strategic
surprise, and deterrence collapse may be viewed as interconnected phases of a single
phenomenon (Wirtz, 2017). However, as the American theorist of surprise and deception,
Michael Handel, argues, achieving strategic surprise does not necessarily mean that the

enemy has reaped the maximum possible benefit or guaranteed final victory (Handel,

1984).

Over the past century, numerous states have experienced intelligence failures across
various contexts, including military conflicts, counterterrorism efforts, and the anticipation
of political change. These failures include Hitler's invasion of Russia in Operation
Barbarossa (1941), the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor (1941), the Six-Day War between
Egypt and the Israeli enemy (1967), and the October War marked by the Egyptian crossing
of the Suez Canal (1973). Additional failures include the United States’ inability to foresee
the collapse of the Shah's regime in Iran (1979), and later, the fall of the Soviet Union (1991).
Britain also suffered a notable intelligence failure when Argentina launched a surprise
invasion of the Falkland Islands (1982). Other cases include the September 11 attacks
(2001), the U.S. miscalculation in the Iraq War regarding Saddam Hussein's alleged
possession of weapons of mass destruction (2003), and most recently, the surprise Hamas
assault on the Israeli army on October 7, 2023 (Jensen, 2012; Copeland, 2007). All these cases
reflect intelligence failure, whether at the level of the intelligence community or political

decision-makers across different states.

Western scholarship continues to dominate the field of intelligence failure studies, while
the Arab world still lacks any systematic effort to understand this vital domain. Western
and Israeli writings heavily influence the literature on the subject, making it urgent to
approach the issue from an alternative perspective. Moreover, most global research efforts
tend to focus on specific contexts of failure, such as surprise attacks or conventional

warfare, while overlooking other equally significant dimensions.
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Introduction

Although studies on intelligence failures are relatively rare—making the extraction of
lessons from the limited available cases a subject of ongoing debate—such failures persist
and recur from time to time. Modern history has witnessed several intelligence
breakdowns that enabled “surprise” attacks, the most recent being the Hamas assault on
October 7, 2023. Interest in studying intelligence failures tends to fluctuate in response to
global events: it surged in the 1960s during the Cold War, waned thereafter, and then
reemerged strongly with the escalation of “terrorist operations” targeting U.S. interests in
the late 1990s. It reached its peak following the September 11, 2001 attacks, and again after
the invasion of Iraq in 2003. The field of intelligence failure studies is largely dominated
by the United States, followed—though to a lesser extent—by Israel (Copeland, 2010; Gill,

2019).

Intelligence is defined as “a secret state activity undertaken to understand or influence
foreign entities” (Warner, 2002). As for intelligence failure, although there is no single
agreed-upon definition, it is often simplified as “a mismatch between estimates and what
later information reveals” (Jervis, 2010), or as “a failure to detect and prevent a surprise
attack by a military, terrorist, or other enemy actor” (Dahl, 2013). A more technical definition
frames it as a breakdown in one or more stages of the “intelligence cycle,” which includes
collection, evaluation, analysis, production, and dissemination (Lowenthal, 1985). Professor
Thomas Copeland describes intelligence failure as a broad term encompassing breakdowns
in communication, bureaucratic structure and behavior, assessment and analysis, policy, or
judgment. He identifies it as manifesting across multiple levels, including leadership
failure, organizational obstacles, problems in warning intelligence, and analytical

challenges (Copeland, 2007).

Intelligence failures take multiple forms. The most prominent is the “surprise attack"—a
failure to anticipate a military assault—followed by “diplomatic surprise,” which refers to
the failure to foresee political developments that significantly affect national interests

(Smith, 2008). Intelligence failure is closely tied to the occurrence of strategic surprise, a
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