
PS1: Science of Politics 
National Intelligence Estimates (NIE) Exercise 

 
Motivation: In lecture and reading, Professor Schultz and Lake (2010) introduced rationalist 
explanations for war. These theories depend heavily on the idea of credibility or a belief that 
states will commit to take certain actions. In the absence of credible communication or credible 
commitments, war can occur.   
 
Imagine, you are a member of the U.S. National Security Council and have been tasked with 
reading and reporting back on the following NIE estimates to analyze which, if any, of the 
following threats are credible and command the President’s attention. 
 
Vignette 1: “Ally A threatens war against ally B over territorial dispute” 
 
Summary: A democratic ally of the United States, state A, announced Thursday morning that it 
was ready to militarily invade another ally of the United States, state B, if its ultimatum to 
withdraw B’s troops from a disputed territory were not met. The disputed territory lies between 
the two countries and has never been resolved despite innumerable attempts at negotiation over 
the past few years. The United States has large and compelling economic interests in keeping the 
peace between both to maintain trade flows.  
 
Nevertheless, tensions have been rising between both countries. Two months ago, non-uniformed 
militants attacked State A’s troops in the area. A blamed B, but B denied involvement and 
claimed it was being made a scapegoat. State A has amassed strong public support within the 
country to seize the territory by force. The President of State A also faces a tough re-election bid 
in a few months and has made the territorial dispute a central issue of his campaign. 
 

1. What type of uncertainty is at play here? 
 
 

2. Should the U.S. take this threat credibly? Why or why not? 
 

 
3. If the U.S. ignores this threat, will war break out?  

 
 

Vignette 2: Local criminals launch series of car bombs around police station 
 
Summary: Local armed groups detonated a series of car bombs outside a police station last 
Tuesday in the capital of a known central Asian country. No one was injured, but investigators 
did find flyers outside the police station from a newly-formed armed group threatening to 
overthrow the state government and create an Islamic State. The president has taken a number of 
steps to demonstrate he maintains in control of the situation including increased police patrols 
around the capital, but the attacks have heightened fears that the president may be losing control 
of the country. In neighboring Tajikistan, U.S.-trained Chief of Police Gulmurod Khalimov 



defected from his post last year to join ISIS. Islamist groups have been gaining increasing 
influence in the region for years aided in part by the legacies of the JIG, IMU, and HT in central 
Asia. The U.S. has few interests in the region currently, but seeks to expand ties given the 
region’s critical access to Afghanistan, Iran, China, and Pakistan.  
  

1. What type of uncertainty is at play here? 
 
 

2. Should the U.S. take this threat credibly? Why or why not? 
 

 
3. If the U.S. ignores this threat, will war break out?  

 
Vignette 3: “Personalist, autocratic leader refuses to de-escalate nuclear program” 
 
Summary: An autocrat with nuclear weapons rejected demands by the U.S. to de-escalate his 
nuclear program on Wednesday. A palace communiqué reasserted the autocrat’s goal to increase 
its current arsenal to “cope against the vicious threats of nuclear way by the Imperialists [US].” 
The rejection comes days after the autocrat launched a missile ostensibly capable of carrying a 
nuclear warhead. Scientists and engineers are skeptical about the extent of this country’s 
technological advancements, but concede they lack information about the hermit kingdom. One 
analyst suggests the country could have a functioning nuclear warhead capable of hitting the U.S. 
by 2020.  
 
The autocrat rules a relatively poor country, but maintains a surprisingly strong military force. In 
the past, he has threatened nuclear strikes, but let up when his country, in the midst of a mass 
famine, received food aid. At the same time, the U.S. has an interest in preventing this country 
from further developing its nuclear weapons program, but believes negotiations are useless. The 
U.S. is facing some pressure from allies about the possibility of a preventive strike – similar to 
how Israel destroyed Iraq’s nuclear program at Osirak in 1980 – as a last measure to deal with 
the autocrat.  
 

1. What type of uncertainty is at play here? 
 
 

2. Should the U.S. take this threat credibly? Why or why not? 
 

 
3. If the U.S. ignores this threat, will war break out?  

 
Main Takeaways: 
 

• What the problem of credible communication? Can it be solved? 
 
 

• What is the problem of credible commitments? Can it be solved? 


