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Introduction

Loch K. Johnson

The meanings of intelligence

In a “handbook” for intelligence studies, the place to begin is with a definition of what
intelligence means. Formally, professional officers define the term in both a strategic and a
tactical sense. Broadly, a standard definition of strategic intelligence is the “knowledge and
foreknowledge of the world around us — the prelude to Presidential decision and action.”" At
the more narrow or tactical level, intelligence refers to events and conditions on specific
battlefields or theaters of war, what military commanders refer to as “situational awareness.” In
this volume, the focus is chiefly on strategic intelligence, that is, the attempts by leaders to
understand potential risks and gains on a national or international level.

The phrase may refer to concerns about threats at home — subversion by domestic radicals
or the infiltration of hostile intelligence agents or terrorists inside a nation’s borders; or
it may focus on dangers and opportunities overseas. In the first instance in the United
States, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) is the lead agency; in the second instance, the
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and a host of military intelligence organizations take
the lead. (See Appendix A for an organizational diagram depicting America’s sixteen major
intelligence agencies, and Appendix B for the names of the leaders of the “intelligence
community”).

In addition to the two geographic dimensions (global versus local), “strategic intelligence”
has a number of other possible meanings. Most frequently, the phrase refers to information, a
tangible product collected and analyzed (assessed or interpreted) in hopes of achieving a deeper
comprehension of subversive activities at home or political, economic, social, and military
situations around the world. An example of an intelligence question at the international, stra-
tegic level would be: to what extent are Al Qaeda cells located in and operating from the nation
of Pakistan? A related question: do these cells enjoy allies in that nation’s official intelligence
and military bureaucracy? In contrast, at the tactical level overseas, one can imagine a US
military commander in Iraq demanding to know the location of the most well-armed strong-
holds of the insurgency in the suburbs of Baghdad. Or how much additional armor is necessary
on the side paneling of Humvees to defend against rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs) fired by
insurgents in Iraq?
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On the home front, a strategic intelligence question for American intelligence officers might
be: how many Chinese espionage agents are inside the United States and what are their
objectives? Or: are there any more home-grown terrorists like Timothy McVeigh, the man
convicted of bombing a federal building in Oklahoma City in 1995, and are they planning the
use of violence against other government institutions inside the nation?

Intelligence as information is different from the kind of everyday information one can find
in the local library, because intelligence usually has a secret component. Those in the business of
gathering intelligence blend together the open-source information gleaned from the public
domain (newspapers, magazine, blogs, public speeches) with information that other nations try
to keep hidden. The hidden information must be ferreted out of encoded communications or
stolen from safes and vaults, locked offices, guarded military and intelligence installations, and
other denied areas — a potentially dangerous task involving the penetration of an enemy’s camp
and its concentric circles of defense, from barbed-wire barriers patrolled by armed security
forces and sentry dogs to sophisticated electronic alarms, surveillance cameras, and motion
detectors. As intelligence scholar Abram N. Shulsky has written, intelligence often entails access
to “information some other party is trying to deny.”>

While the overwhelming percentage — sometimes upwards of 95 percent’ — of the informa-
tion mix provided to America’s decision-makers in the form of intelligence reports is based on
open sources, the small portion derived from clandestine operations can be vital, providing just
the right secret “nugget” necessary to understand the likely plans of a foreign adversary. After
all, the New York Times provides good information about world affairs for the most part, but it
has no reporters inside North Korea, Al Qaeda cells, or several places around the globe that
might be of interest to the United States (say, Angola or Darfur in Sudan). So the government
must send its own intelligence officers to such places. Even in locations from which the Times
reports on a regular basis, such as France and Germany, its correspondents may not be asking
the questions that an American secretary of state, treasury, or defense may wish to have
answered. That is why the United States has a CIA and other secret services: to go where
journalists may not be allowed to go, or where they are not assigned to go by their managing
editors, and to seek the answers to questions that a nation’s leaders may need to know beyond
what may interest the average newspaper reader.

In short, the world has secrets that the United States and other nations may want to know
about, especially if they threaten the safety and prosperity of their citizens or their foreign allies.
Sometimes stealing this kind of information is the only way to acquire it. Beyond secrets that
may be obtained through theft or surveillance by satellite cameras and listening devices (such
as the number, location and capabilities of Chinese nuclear submarines and intercontinental
missiles), the world also has mysteries, that is, information that may well be impossible to know
about regardless of how many newspaper reporters and spies one may have. Who knows, for
instance, how long Kim Jong il will survive as the leader of North Korea, or what kind of
regime will follow in his wake? Who knows who will succeed President Vladimir Putin in
Russia? The best one can hope for, from an intelligence point of view, is an educated guess by
experts who have carefully studied such questions. These hunches are called “estimates” by
intelligence professionals in the United States, or “assessments” by their British counterparts.

A useful metaphor for thinking about strategic intelligence is the jigsaw puzzle. The
aspiration in both cases is to gather as many pieces as possible to provide a thorough picture. In
the case of intelligence, the “picture” one seeks is full information about subversive activities
at home or the capabilities and intentions of existing and potential adversaries on the world
stage. Most of the intelligence pieces of the puzzle will be from publicly available documents;
some will be derived from spying, whether with human agents or machines (such as satellites
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INTRODUCTION

and U-2 reconnaissance aircraft). Almost always there will be missing pieces: the mysteries of
the world or, in some instances, secrets that are so well hidden or guarded that they remain out
of sight or out of reach. The great frustration of strategic intelligence is that rarely does one
operate in an environment of full transparency. Rather, the world is replete with uncertainties
and, as a result, intelligence gaps are inevitable and sometimes result in the failure of intelligence
officials to provide robust and timely warning of dangers. In the words of Secretary of State
Dean Rusk, “Providence has not given mankind the capacity to pierce the fog of the future.”*
No one has a crystal ball.

At times, intelligence failures are the result of missing pieces of the puzzle. Sometime, though,
mistakes stem from the inability of individuals to accurately analyze the meaning of the pieces
that are available, improperly judging their meaning and significance. Usually failures are a
product of both problems: an incomplete jigsaw puzzle and an inability to decipher the com-
plete picture from the few pieces one does have. Thus, both an exhaustive collection of
information and a sagacious analysis of its meaning are indispensable for skillfully estimating or
predicting what events may mean for a nation’s future. Above all, every nation seeks informa-
tion that will provide an adequate alert about impending attacks — “indicators and warnings”
or I & W, in the vernacular of professional intelligence officers. The surprise attacks against the
United States at Pear]l Harbor in 1941 and, more recently, against the Twin Towers and
the Pentagon in 2001 illustrate the importance of accurately, timely, and specific I & W
intelligence.

A nation seeks to know much more, though, than warnings about potential attacks. For
example, leaders want to understand the weapons capabilities of potential adversaries, such as
Iraq in 2002. In that instance, US and British intelligence agencies estimated that the Saddam
Hussein regime probably had weapons of mass destruction (WMDs). America and the United
Kingdom went to war against Iraq, in part, to eliminate these weapons — only to discover that
the intelligence estimates had been incorrect. There were no WMDs to be found in Iraq in
2003, when the British and the United States invaded. The 9/11 and WMD cases vividly
underscore the importance of having reliable intelligence, what President George H.W. Bush
often referred to as the nation’s “first line of defense.”

Intelligence has a second meaning beyond that of an information product, such as the
number of tanks in Iran and their firepower. Intelligence is also thought of as a process: a series of
interactive steps, formally referred to as an “intelligence cycle.” (See Appendix C for a diagram
of the cycle.) The process begins with intelligence managers and policy officials planning what
information to gather related to threats and opportunities at home and abroad. They must also
determine what methods to use in the gathering of this information — the right mix of human
agents and surveillance machines, for instance. Then the information is collected, to the extent
one can succeed in this regard against adversaries who are skillful at concealing their activities.
This information must be processed into readable text, say, from an intercepted telephone
conversation in Farsi; and the contents must be analyzed for its meaning to American interests —
all as quickly as possible. Finally, the “finished” information — that is, intelligence that has been
studied and interpreted — must be disseminated to those officials in high public office or troops
in the field who rely on these insights as they plan their next policy initiatives or military
moves.

From a third perspective, intelligence may also be thought of as a set of missions carried out by
secret agencies. The premier mission is that of collecting and analyzing information. Important,
too, though, is the mission of counterintelligence and, its subsidiary concern, counterterrorism.
These terms refer to the methods by which nations try to thwart secret operations directed
against them by hostile foreign intelligence services or terrorist organizations. Yet another
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mission is covert action — the secret intervention in the affairs of other nations or organizations
in hopes of improving America’s security and other interests, such as economic prosperity.
Covert action goes by a number of euphemisms, including “the quiet option” (that is, less
noisy than sending in the Marines), the “third option” (between diplomacy and open war), or
“special activities.”

Before turning to an examination of these missions, a fourth and final definition of intelli-
gence is offered: intelligence may be considered a cluster of people and organizations established to
carry out the three missions — the sixteen entities and staff of Appendix A. “Make sure you
check with intelligence before completing your invasion plans,” the prime minister might
advise his minister of defense. “Get intelligence on the line and find out the exact coordinates
of the insurgents in Kirkuk,” a US artillery commander in Iraq might order.

The US intelligence “community,” as the cluster is called, is led by the president and the
National Security Council (NSC), who in turn rely on a Director of National Intelligence
(DNI, before 2005 known as the Director of Central Intelligence or DCI) to manage the
sixteen agencies. (Appendix B provides a list of the twenty men — no women yet — who have
served as either DCI or DNI.) According to various newspaper accounts, the intelligence
community or IC employs over 150,000 people and has a budget of some $44 billion a year,
making it the largest and most costly collection of intelligence organizations ever assembled by
any nation in history.

The CIA and the FBI are the most well-known of these agencies. The CIA is located in a
campus-like setting along the Potomac River in the Washington, DC, suburb of Langley,
Virginia, fourteen miles north of the White House. The CIA is mainly responsible for
managing the collection of intelligence abroad by human agents, and for analyzing the informa-
tion gathered by agents and machines. The FBI has a primarily domestic focus, with responsi-
bilities for tracking the activities of suspected subversives, terrorists, and foreign intelligence
officers inside the United States. Several of the remaining intelligence agencies are embedded
within the organizational framework of the Defense Department, including the National
Geospatial-Intelligence Agency (NGA), which handles the photographic side of foreign sur-
veillance; the National Security Agency (NSA), responsible for codebreaking and electronic
eavesdropping; the National Reconnaissance Office (NRO), chartered to coordinate the
development, launching, and management of surveillance satellites; the Defense Intelligence
Agency (DIA), in charge of military intelligence analysis; Coast Guard Intelligence, a part
of the new Department of Homeland Security; and the four military intelligence services,
Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines, each gathering tactical intelligence related to their
missions.

Joining the CIA and the FBI on the civilian side of intelligence (in the sense that they are
located in civilian departments, rather than within the Department of Defense) are the Bureau
of Intelligence and Research (INR) in the Department of State; an intelligence unit in the
Department of the Treasury; the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) in the Department
of Justice; an intelligence unit in the Department of Homeland Security; and an intelligence
unit in the Department of Energy, responsible for tracking the world’s supply of uranium and
other nuclear materials, as well as guarding the nation’s weapons laboratories.

Among all of these organizations, the CIA is unique in that it stands