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Abstract

Across the Americas, a resurgence in the respectability of intelligence has, and not merely by accident, been accompanied by greater opportunities to practice professionalism at the operational level, even as intelligence activity continues at the traditional strategic or State level.  At the strategic level, heightened intelligence professionalism seems now to bear an inverse relationship with the acceptance of intelligence by political figures—a function of intelligence politicization—which appears to remain anathema to intelligence professionals.  Wherever one looks, whether in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Peru, Colombia, Mexico, or the U.S., there is evidence of a growth in ministerial or departmental intelligence “organs” or “organisms”—an evolution toward what can best be labeled “operational intelligence.” One might even choose to label this development the devolution of national or strategic intelligence.  A significant danger accompanies this development, as demonstrated recently in the U.S.:  The continuing focus on operational intelligence threatens to blind national policymakers to the strategic insights of professional intelligence officers who venture to assess the alternative outcomes of national policies.  This paper argues for “politicization” of such strategic intelligence assessments, to ensure they receive a fair hearing as reasoned, objective, but not impartial judgments.

1.  Introduction

The concept of strategic intelligence is familiar to all those who have an interest in government intelligence at the national level.  In the U.S., Sherman Kent was an early exponent of the genre and a spokesman occupying a hybrid post between academic and applied approaches to intelligence. His baseline definition declares strategic intelligence to be “high-level, foreign positive intelligence,” and “the knowledge which our highly placed civilians and military men must have to safeguard the national welfare.”
  This inclusive definition was put into play by the Central Intelligence Agency, and eventually by the “community” of agencies that is charged with safeguarding the nation.  However, the proliferation of agencies has carried with it the seeds of a devolution of strategic intelligence practice.  Some authors have alluded to the decline of strategic intelligence, but have not addressed it squarely in terms of an entropic evolutionary process.
   This paper will explore evidence of this devolution in the U.S. and a few other countries of the Americas, and the environment for re-centralization of national intelligence to re-constitute or re-invent a strategic perspective.

2.  The Rise of Operational Intelligence

The traditional subordination of the intelligence function to operational offices in government Departments or Ministries, where intelligence tends to be considered merely an “information source,” has in recent decades overlapped with the advance of the Information Society or the Information Age.   In this data-rich but politically restrictive environment, there is little room for or tolerance of non-partisan, well-informed, visionary and “opinionated” thinking that might, in an official capacity, fulfill Sherman Kent’s, and more particularly, Berkowitz and Goodman’s, expectations.  Instead, the yawning divide between tactical and strategic intelligence has been filled with an “operational” level of intelligence that caters mainly to military or paramilitary campaigns and civilian emergency relief actions.

Examples illustrating the booming market in operational intelligence are not hard to find.  In Brazil, as the radar-based surveillance system focused on the Amazon Basin, SIVAM, comes into play, officials will be flooded with data that can be organized for application to military and paramilitary campaigns, as well as for relief actions.  Recent REDES papers have explored this front.
  In Colombia, the focus by maritime and police forces on operational intelligence, to the exclusion of asking “strategic intelligence” questions, is documented by two CHDS faculty members in a recent book.
  In Mexico, the Federal Preventive Police (PFP) were formerly incorporated into that country’s civilian intelligence organization, the Centro de Investigación y Seguridad Nacional (CISEN), as its operational arm. The PFP now operates independently, taking advantage of intelligence connections and information to support operations related to internal security.
  This separation of intelligence analysis from intelligence operations could leave CISEN analysts free to concentrate on strategic targets and strategic estimates.  However, according to Sergio Aguayo, a foreign relations scholar and journalist who has given us the broadest “inside” account of the evolution of Mexico’s intelligence services,  the thrust of CISEN intelligence production is entirely in support of government operations; it does not function as a very-well-informed “think tank.”  Aguayo notes, for example, that despite daily, weekly and monthly intelligence reports, and non-scheduled, topical reports, President Fox recently expressed his desire that an even more “actionable” tone be adopted in CISEN products.
  The clear indication is that CISEN, like other national intelligence services, aims to produce operational-level intelligence, and does not have a branch sufficiently distanced from government decisionmakers to promote or to allow the emergence of products that present an independent strategic “opinion.”

In the U.S., as well, where intelligence for decisionmakers in military theaters of operation and in such executive organizations as the Federal Emergency Management Agency or the Drug Intelligence Agency is expected to be “near-real-time,” operational rather than strategic intelligence prevails.  The intelligence function is now performed in strategic planning cells.  Typically, though, strategic thinkers in these cells are not intelligence personnel with deep and broad knowledge of intelligence processes and targets.  They are instead individuals attuned to the department’s or agency’s operational tradition, or they are political appointees. Thus, there tends to be a disconnect or a void between those who ask strategic questions and those who are able to harvest and marshal the information from the intelligence data collection stream.  

3.  The Decline of Strategic Precepts in U.S. Intelligence 

The scenario painted in the previous paragraph has not always prevailed.  In 1973, Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) William Colby implemented the National Intelligence Officer (NIO) system within the Intelligence Community as a less centralized replacement for the Office of National Estimates (ONE).  This small group of NIOs, all senior Community officials, were to represent the DCI as experts in their respective domains, and were expected to interact routinely both with analysts across the Community, and with senior policymakers who were asking policy questions of strategic importance.
  Although this system still operates, now within the National Intelligence Council, and is augmented at department and agency levels by Defense Intelligence Officers and SIGINT NIOs (SINIOs),
 as an institution the NIO system depends heavily on the personality and predilections of individual officeholders, and is therefore less “corporate” than the old ONE.
 In practice, the NIOs, as long-time intelligence analysts and senior experts in topical or regional areas, are accustomed to addressing detailed data and narrow questions, rather than broad, strategic issues that are of concern to those who are politically responsible for the management of U.S. international affairs.
  William Colby himself presaged the obligation of the Intelligence Community to address the long-range, global issues that transcend the myopia arising from too much attention to the operational level of intelligence.  In his words: “…myopia threatens in the future, for example....an anachronistic focus on our military security while the real dangers to the future grow in the sociological frustrations of the Third World’s massive populations and underdeveloped economies.”
 

By the early 1990s, at least one strategic intelligence visionary—Adda Bozeman— reflecting on the end of the mid-twentieth-century Cold War, exhorted intelligence analysts to rekindle their strategic perspective by refocusing on a more enduring Cold War—the one fought principally by Spain against the Islamic occupation of the Peninsula.
  First, Bozeman reflects on the loss of a strategic grasp in U.S. intelligence:

It is questionable whether the United States can ever find the way back to strategic thinking, and therewith to the kind of strategic intelligence that marked statecraft in the early years of its existence, unless it retraces its brief journey through world politics with a view to locating the crucial error that got it to the present straits. 

In my view, we can identify this turning point with two interrelated factors: the war/peace diplomacy as announced in the Woodrow Wilson era and the academic rendition of this subject matter in our institutions of higher learning.  [The latter]…was responsible for arresting the evolution of scholarly thought about the intelligence component in statecraft and for flooding academic curricula with “peace studies” that avoid coming to terms with the realities of war and conflict.
   

In summing up her own work, she asks “How should we think of Cold Wars in the Twenty-first century?”:

Intelligence services in the West must address a future in which Leninism and Islam, singly or in combination, will continue to affect local, regional, and international politics, and for the following reasons.  Marxism-Leninism has been officially declared bankrupt and wholly nefarious to humankind.  However, it was so deeply seeded by its propagators in all regions of the world that it will inevitably go on informing collective and individual thought processes and sparking conflicts marked by terrorism and aggression until it withers away or is decisively superseded by other persuasions.

Islam, by contrast, is a time-transcendent vigorous faith and political doctrine that will be with us for ever.  Indeed, the German historian Leopold von Ranke (1795-1886) viewed the East-West conflict between Christian Europe and Islamic Asia as the biggest of all historical and political problems—one that would be passed on from century to century, and that Europe could handle only if and when it was united.  In brief, it is prudent to assume that the two cold wars will remain agenda items for Euro-American policymakers and intelligence analysts in the foreseeable future.

What should they strive for? is therefore the major question.

Especially to be noticed is Bozeman’s singling out intelligence analysts, along with policymakers, as those with the responsibility to understand the enduring Cold War, and to devise and implement a countering strategy.  Her message is explicit: Intelligence analysts are expected to traffic in “grand strategy,” a concept and responsibility far beyond operational intelligence concerns. It is they who can best recognize—that is, adopt—the political proposition that it is illusory to engage, as “peace studies” scholars have, in “ideological musings about the sameness or equivalence of human thought and behavior throughout the world”
 in an attempt to maintain an “impartial” perspective.
 Applying the enduring value of objectivity is, within the value system of Western tradition, at cross-purposes with the maintenance of such impartiality.  

4.  Observations on Intelligence and Recent U.S. Strategic Decisionmaking

Intelligence “politicization” has been much in the news, especially in relation to the justification of U.S. actions in Iraq. News items and deeper examinations of politicization are now legion.
  In strategic intelligence terms, the center of attention has been the Office of Special Plans, a small unit attached to the Office of the Secretary of Defense that was designed “to search for information on Iraq's hostile intentions or links to terrorists that U.S. spy agencies may have overlooked.”
 It existed from just after 11 September 2001 to March 2003.
   All of the observations suggest that political leaders or their staff members are to blame for politicization. The Intelligence Community is not accused of doing it, unless the concept is extended to the actions of individuals who have “leaked” documents or who have conveyed to the press the conviction that intelligence documents prove that intelligence assessments were used only selectively by consumers to support the preconceived strategy to invade Iraq.  

The now-customary approach within the U.S. Intelligence Community is for analysts to assume that their contribution not only to operational decisionmaking, but also to more comprehensive policymaking, is and ought to be “impartial.”   In the words of a seasoned CIA analyst, intelligence should not be partisan or “tempted to defend its policy preferences as it goes about collection and analysis.”
  Especially for the CIA, sensitivity on this score is understandable in the context of some of its recent history.  For example, in 1978, analysts in this agency found themselves constrained in making strategic estimates with respect to the viability of the shah’s regime in Iran, given that the operational side of CIA was engaged in actions to support the regime, and that the extensive collection and reporting needed for a U.S. intelligence estimate would have nudged the shah’s own intelligence network into an assessment that the U.S. administration was waffling in its support.  In this episode, it appears that had the collection and analysis effort by CIA been more robust, as would befit an independent intelligence agency, it would likely have had the “ammunition” to produce a timely National Intelligence Estimate.  As it happened, the estimate was not produced.
  A more “partial” but still “objective” collection and analysis effort by the CIA would have resulted from following its own “intelligence policy preferences.”  That is, the CIA would have benefited from “politicization” in carrying out its analytic mission.  

What is the meaning of “intelligence politicization” as it may be practiced by the Intelligence Community itself?  Although intelligence professionals would typically react very negatively to the concept, the kind of politicization that a national intelligence agency ought to “get away with” may be characterized through a recognition of some subtle distinctions between “perception” and “reality.”  

First, we will examine the perception and reality of current Intelligence Community thinking as expressed by Petersen.  He notes, solemnly and assuredly, that 

The intelligence function is unique in that it focuses on reality, the way the world is.  Almost everyone else in the national security structure is focused on changing that reality through policy.  If policy makers are to succeed they need an intelligence community that is focused on the factors that will determine the success or failure of that policy, not on forecasting whether they will succeed.

Obviously, the idea of “reality” referred to here is in the eye of the beholder: a function of individual perception.  This observation does not deny that the existence of “reality” may be ostensibly demonstrated, but even with that understood, all observers must be present at the same time at the same place in the presence of that “reality” and agree on what they observe, as an initial basis for discourse.
  Those conditions, naturally, cannot be achieved.  Petersen recommends against “forecasting whether a policy will succeed,” but that is the same as saying that intelligence analysts or agencies are unconcerned about the results of a policy.  The perception suggested by this statement is that intelligence practitioners remain detached from outcomes.  But if that were so, that intelligence establishment could be rightly accused of supporting the policy of an individual set of policymakers, but not necessarily the U.S. Constitution, which charges all civil servants with “providing for the common defense and promoting general welfare” of the people of the U.S.

One does not have to look far in intelligence literature to find reminders that intelligence that is concerned with outcomes is thought to undermine the work of policy officials, and that consequently the best course is to “play it safe” by not declaring, at least in writing, a “political” position on an issue.
  This perception on the part of intelligence professionals is debilitating. As a result, U.S. intelligence remains focused on improving operational intelligence, rather than on putting together a strategically actionable, “politically oriented” intelligence assessment to use military, diplomatic or economic power to influence the thinking and actions of opponents to U.S. international interests. For example, as General (Ret.) Colin Powell thinks back to the period just prior to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in August 1990, he suggests that some “strategic” moves by the U.S. could have been tried, but they were not undertaken.
 There is no evidence that any quarter of the Intelligence Community offered policymakers an assessment of the end value of strategic deterrence options. If that impression is valid, then it suggests a strategic failing of the Community.  This weak “political” stance by the Intelligence Community stemmed from a misguided perception that vigorously defended outcomes assessments tied to prospective foreign policy decisions are “out of bouds.” 

The validity of the concept that politically oriented intelligence will always “undermine” policy implementation does not survive close scrutiny, if intelligence assessments are declared early enough to influence strategic decisionmaking. With trust in the prospect for long-term, independent evaluation of the worth of U.S. foreign policies, intelligence can adopt a “devil’s advocate” position appropriate to the status of its personnel as non-elected “appointed-for-life” civil servants, rather than as “partisans” mimicking the legislative, or representative branch of government.  Unfortunately, when this has been tried within the confines of the Community, as in the case of CIA assessments of U.S. involvement in Vietnam, the results have not been sanguine.
 Similarly, when the NIO for Latin America testified before a congressional committee about the character of Haiti’s president Aristide, politicization of intelligence took place in a partisan province.
  Clearly, it is least disruptive for a devil’s advocate approach by the Intelligence Community to remain within executive branch circles.   This tack avoids the politicization of intelligence by partisans.

However, if intelligence professionals are given no choice but to “leak” their perspective to the press, where the court of public opinion is informed at times from a vantage point above partisanship, then an opportunity for more direct influence in policy implementation and “outcome envisioning” will have been lost.  LtCol Murphy Donovan lists the options available to an intelligence professional as follows: 

When evidence and argument fail, he has four choices: resignation, public confrontation, capitulation, or bureaucratic subversion.  Resignation and public confrontation are similar for their probable outcome, career suicide.  Neither is very likely or realistic, as each represents a choice between integrity and livelihood.  In a real impasse, capitulation and bureaucratic subversion become more attractive and less wholesome.  The purity of analysis, under fire, may rely more on policy temperance than intelligence integrity.

In the present U.S. environment, we know of individual professionals in the Intelligence Community, or recent retirees from it, who have chosen the three options other than capitulation.
  These individuals are articulating an intelligence-based view contrary to the Bush administration’s claims with respect to the justification for the invasion of Iraq in early 2003.  They are doing so outside the executive branch, but also (at least for a time) outside of the partisan environment of the U.S. Congress.  It appears, from press reports, that the chief stimulus for their individual politicization of intelligence knowledge was the competitive success of the Office of Special Plans. The lack of resignations en masse from the Intelligence Community means that by far the most common choice is capitulation. Even if the sense of the Intelligence Community is only marginally represented by these news reports, it appears that the usual forum for debate—the preparation of a national intelligence estimate—was unavailable as a vehicle for ironing out a strategic assessment. Allegedly, no NIE on Iraq was commissioned until after the decision to topple the Iraqi regime had been made, in summer 2002.
 The NIE was completed in October of that year.  

Declaring the political position of intelligence may become more plausible and likely whenever, in the U.S., the Director of Central Intelligence becomes an actual or de facto member of the President’s cabinet, in addition to being the intelligence advisor to the National Security Council.
  However, a DCI with a strong political pedigree naturally becomes far less independent than what we expect of an intelligence agency or of the overall Community.  Whether the most senior intelligence official is politically independent or not, the powerful tradition in intelligence literature reinforces the perception that the intelligence institution should remain apolitical, and thereby not undermine policy decisions.   However, because intelligence information and assessments that address strategic questions are inherently political in the sense that alternatives always exist to do one thing or another—and doing nothing is always an option—intelligence itself has no option except to acknowledge its political mandate within the executive branch.  

5.  Operationalizing the “Bureaucratic” Politicization of Intelligence

Intelligence politicization by the Intelligence Community within the executive branch of government appropriately comprises early, strategic-level attention to questions that can be analyzed and narrowed to the point where collection can be focused on refuting different answers to those questions.  Those answers that withstand refutation build into a theory or position that intelligence spokespersons can tap to convey their story at a politically convincing level within the executive branch of government. The strength of an argument lies not only in the evidence in hand or that is collectable, but also in the strength of conviction.  As noted above, conviction is not absent in today’s Intelligence Community, given the newsworthy, individual resignations and confrontation engendered by the U.S. Iraq war policy.  If no room exists within the executive branch for a fair hearing of a strong argument, then at the risk of incurring the freight of partisanship, it can be conveyed outside the executive branch in the forums also noted above.

Former senior intelligence official Gregory Treverton dissects the relationship between intelligence and policy officials, and recommends that the former focus on often-unstated questions, or assumptions, that underlie policy choices and that involve strategic “mysteries,” rather than tactically-oriented “puzzles” that can be equated with discovering “secrets.”
  In the case of the U.S. decision to take down the Iraqi government in early 2003, one observer notes that “If top administration officials somehow failed to apprise Mr. Bush of intelligence reports refuting key pieces of his case against Iraq, they weren’t doing their jobs.”
  However, a more reassuring picture is presented by another commentator, who notes that 


Last summer, Democrats on the Senate Intelligence Committee, including Bob

Graham of Florida and Dick Durbin of Illinois asked the C.I.A. to produce a national intelligence estimate that would review all of the major policy issues related to Iraq.  The intelligence community resisted, agreeing instead to produce one that was more narrowly focused on the status of Iraq’s weapons programs.
 

As anyone knows who intends to make an argument, or “write a thesis,” the Community was right to narrow the question being addressed, so that clearly refutable hypotheses could be raised and examined, so that truly negative “evidence” against some or all of the hypotheses could be developed—instead of continuing to accept an absence of evidence.  Negative evidence automatically becomes “strategic” and “political” because it should influence that level of decisionmaking.  

It seems clear that “breaking down” or analyzing strategic questions to the point where proactive collection can search efficiently for data refuting the proposition bears the greatest promise for building a “political” case for or against pursuing a particular policy.  Treverton’s recounting of DCI Robert Gates’ perilous confirmation hearings, when he was accused of politicizing assessments of the Soviet Union, provides a case in point.  As Deputy Director of Intelligence at CIA, Gates had requested an assessment of evidence that the Soviets had been behind the 1981 attempt to assassinate the Pope. Because he did not request a “net assessment” giving full play to refuting evidence, this particular report was itself politicized in the partisan congressional hearings, because it appeared he desired a certain outcome—that the Soviets indeed were complicit.
 In fact, the CIA and any other strategic intelligence organization would clearly benefit from giving priority to the refutation of disconfirming evidence of any hypothesis.  Isaac Ben-Israel has clearly demonstrated, albeit in hindsight, the soundness of this “applied epistemological” approach in the case of the strategic surprise attack by Arab states against Israel in October 1973.

6.  Epilogue

An articulate critic of the U.S. intelligence system, Angelo Codevilla, closes his detailed book on this note:

Our theme about intelligence as a whole has been that it is an integral part of statecraft.  According to the old saying, intelligence is “the eyes and ears of the King.”  But only the eyes and ears—not the heart, the mind, the arms, the legs.  A defective set of eyes and ears may indirectly harm the other parts, but even the most acute vision and hearing cannot compensate for an unsound body.  In the long run, governments get the intelligence they deserve.

Codevilla fails to distinguish between “governments” and particular “administrations,” but in fact it is only particular administrations that seek to define and implement policies that are appropriately linked to intelligence collection and analysis.  Further, in light of the argument made in the present paper, his summation of his own work on informing statecraft is wide of the mark. Intelligence, at least in the international relations arena, is funded to be more than the eyes and ears of the body politic: congressional expectations of the Intelligence Community center on its obligation to provide strategic warning to the executive branch to safeguard the nation.
 Intelligence at the national level is not a benign “information service,” but, as Sherman Kent pointed out, an organization, an activity, and a process. The requirement for strategic, and not just operational or tactical, warning from intelligence makes the Community inherently political, as it must “convince” those who are in a position to act, to do so irrespective of the policy preferences of political leaders in the executive branch. Thus, intelligence civil servants at the national level of any government, and certainly in the U.S., ought to give early, explicit attention to “politicizing” assessments that address outcomes of policy choices.  Such assessments are non-partisan, and although not “impartial,” are “objective.”  

A major part of the continuing evolution of U.S. intelligence centers on the relationship between intelligence and political professionals.  Since the promulgation of the National Security Act of 1947, which created the CIA, the Department of Defense and the National Security Council, the U.S. Intelligence “Community,” as it has come to be known, has tended, at least in civilian circles, to adopt the “Sherman Kent approach.”
  That is, intelligence is expected to remain somewhat aloof from political or policy officials, to circumvent the opportunities for politicization. And although he, as dean of “strategic intelligence,” might be expected to condone interaction only with the highest level of policy officials, for him representatives on the “policy” side take on a decidedly operational flavor, rather than being concerned with “grand strategy”:  “What I am talking about is often expressed by the words “slant,” “line,” “position,” and “view.”
  Kent recognized that policymakers, as “men of action,” work in a fully human world.

Willmoore Kendall, unlike Kent, worked only briefly in intelligence.  He criticized Kent for a preoccupation with “prediction…[and] the elimination of ‘surprise’ from foreign affairs.”  He also urged that U.S. intelligence pay close attention to alternatives to foreign policies already in place, and to do so for a top-level audience, rather than “mid-level policy planners” at the State Department.”  He would prefer that strategic intelligence practitioners create the “pictures” that politically responsible officials have in their heads.  This would support their “big job”, which is “the carving out of United States destiny in the world as a whole.” 
 A Kendall approach might rekindle U.S. strategic intelligence.

The present author finds that his call for more “politicized” national intelligence assessments fits neither the Kent nor the Kendall visions precisely, but it does have some congruence with Kendall’s ideas.  Intelligence assessments need to have explicit advocates from within the Community.  It is this advocacy that distinguishes the “bureaucratic, intelligence politicization” recommended here.  Advocacy rests on the adoption of skills required in the legal profession, and attuned to the adjudicative, judicial branch of government.  The adoption of political advocacy on behalf of an intelligence estimate does not come easily or naturally to the analyst steeped in the tradition of a perceived “impartiality”:  

Most intelligence analysts have difficulty being advocates because it goes against their objective nature.  The advocacy process is an adversarial one, and the guidelines for conduct come from the legal profession where advocacy has been raised to a fine art and where the pitfalls of improper advocacy are well understood….The rules for an adversary process are different from those of research.  The former permit biased or slanted testimony and the latter are directed toward objective evaluation.
  

The stage is now set for an adversarial intelligence-policy relationship in the U.S. 
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