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Introduction 

On September 9th, 2002, two days before the first anniversary of the September 

11th tragedy, I reported for my first day of work as an intelligence analyst at the National 

Ground Intelligence Center (NGIC) in Charlottesville, Virginia.  I had been hired earlier 

that year as I completed my BA in English at the University of Iowa.  My hiring was part 

of the initial phase in a broader movement across the intelligence community which 

continues today, a movement with the mandate to hire young, accomplished college 

graduates from a variety of disciplines and groom them for lifelong careers in 

intelligence.   

Even describing who I worked for is an exercise of unnecessarily tedious 

complication, perhaps indicative of the bureaucratic acrobatics that, in my experience, 

cripple the intelligence community.  I was originally hired as an imagery analyst and 

served as a civilian employee of the Department of the Army (DoA), which commands 

the NGIC through INSCOM, the Information and Security Command.  With the Defense 

Appropriations Bill for the fiscal year 2004 my employer changed and, while I still 

continued to work at the main NGIC facility in Charlottesville, I became an employee of 

the National Imagery and Mapping Agency (NIMA).  With the shift to NIMA, I suddenly 

had two sets of bosses, and two sets of bureaucratic procedures to follow for every 

conceivable work-related task.  I answered to an Army supervisor at the NGIC, as well as 

another set of supervisors working out of NIMA’s Navy Yard facility in Washington, DC.   
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Complicating matters further, several months after I became a NIMA employee 

in 2003, the organization changed its name to the National Geospatial-Intelligence 

Agency (NGA).  The name is all in the hyphen.  The director of NIMA at the time of the 

name change, Lieutenant General James Clapper (ret.),1 demanded the name change 

based on the logic that we were a “sister-agency” of the Central Intelligence Agency 

(CIA).  The CIA, and its other twelve sister-agencies, are all “three letter” agencies (the 

NSA, NRO, FBI, DIA, etc.).  Clapper felt that NIMA’s four-letter acronym amounted to a 

slight, a subtle indicator that we were somehow below the thirteen other agencies that, 

with our own agency, comprised the US intelligence community at that time.2     

But in making the name change, no one could come up with a three letter 

acronym that accurately described the nature of the organization formerly known as 

NIMA, which deals primarily in intelligence and mapping derived from “overhead 

platforms.”  So, the never before hyphenated phrase “geospatial intelligence” became 

“geospatial-intelligence” and we were suddenly a glamorous “three letter” agency, the 

NGA.  The Department of Defense’s appropriation for the name change was millions of 

dollars, money that was spent replacing logos and stationary and plaques, the trappings 

of petty bureaucracy, at a time when soldiers serving in Iraq were jury-rigging armor for 

                                                 
1 Clapper currently (as of 1 March 2010) serves as both the Under Secretary of Defense for Intelligence 
and as the Director of Defense Intelligence in the Office of the Director of National Intelligence.  He is the 
first person to hold both positions simultaneously.   
2 The Drug Enforcement Agency and Department of Homeland Security, two more “three letter” agencies, 
have since been formally added to the community, making for a community that is today composed of 
sixteen separate agencies. 
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their vehicles from scrap metal that they found in the Iraqi streets and publicly begging 

for body armor (Mazzetti; Lenz).   

I can write and speak about my time at the NGIC in only the most general terms.  

My work and many things related to it remain classified, and probably will remain 

classified for much of my lifetime, if not all of it.  Because they are secret, I was not even 

allowed to keep copies of the non-disclosure agreements that I was required to sign 

when I resigned my position.  Even the name of the account I worked is classified, and 

the most I can say about it is that I spent several weeks in an “intensive seminar” on 

China taught at the State Department’s Foreign Service Institute.  I also spent several 

weeks working in Korea and Japan in 2003. 

I remember one conversation particularly well.  It was during the first week of 

my work at the NGIC and made particularly clear the arbitrariness of the government’s 

classification policies.  My immediate supervisor was, politely but firmly, explaining what 

I could and could not say about my job to my friends and family.  “Am I allowed to tell 

them my job title?” I asked. 

“Yes.  Tell them you’re an imagery analyst.” 

“I am an imagery analyst.” 

“Yes, you can tell them that.” 

“Can I tell them what account I work?” 

“It’s a gray area, but you shouldn’t.” 
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“What if my friends notice all the new books on Chinese and Korean history 

around my apartment?” 

“Still better not to say anything.” 

“But, they’re not stupid.”   

So, while I technically never was, and possibly am still not, supposed to talk 

about my areas of specialization, these things can probably be inferred.   And, suffice it 

to say, at times of war many government resources are suddenly redirected to the war 

effort, including personnel.  Many, many analysts with neither expertise nor experience 

in Mid-Eastern affairs suddenly found themselves vacuumed up into ballooning Iraq-

oriented analytical task forces, while their primary accounts languished from lack of 

attention.   

Analysts at the NGIC were organized into, at that time, five separate 

directorates, and I worked within the Imagery Assessments Directorate.  IAD-South, as it 

was known, was at the time of my employment subdivided further into three divisions, 

Production Forces, Production Systems, and a support division.  Production Forces, my 

division, was organized geographically and was responsible for keeping tabs on the 

order-of-battle of the nation’s adversaries, or potential adversaries.  “Order-of-battle” 

(commonly abbreviated as OB) is a fancy term with a long military history that 

essentially means “what the enemy has and how much of it he has.”  So, our division’s 

job consisted of monitoring foreign weapons inventories, figuring out how many and 

what kinds of weapons a given foreign military unit had at its disposal.  Within our 
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individual geographic areas of expertise we also monitored “training and doctrine,” 

documenting foreign military training exercises in an effort to understand how these 

potential adversaries might fight if our nation ever came into direct military conflict with 

them.3 

Production Systems organized its analysts around types of ground weapons 

systems, such as armor (tanks and personnel carriers), artillery, transport, and the like.  

The Production Systems analysts were global experts in their assigned weapons 

specializations, and in addition to keeping abreast of new weapons developments, they 

provided other, affiliated analysts with weapons-based, rather than geographically-

based, imagery support.  The third division within the directorate provided support, 

maintaining the computer systems and highly classified technical means by which we 

received, analyzed, and transmitted Top Secret imagery.   

As an imagery analyst in the Productive Forces Division of NGIC’s Imagery 

Assessments Directorate I had two primary roles, the first of which was to initiate, 

research and write imagery-based intelligence products concerning my own area of 

expertise, and the second of which was to support with imagery analysis the so-called 

“all-source” intelligence analysts linked to my own geographic area of expertise.  The 

assessments we produced in both cases were primarily written, and were supplemented 

with graphics.  The assessments were then published on the intelligence community’s 

                                                 
3 Veterans of the intelligence community will recognize this line of work as “military intelligence,” a 
subset of the more general term “intelligence” as a more general term for the activities popularly referred 
to as “spying.”   
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stand-alone Top Secret internet, the Joint Worldwide Intelligence Communications 

System (JWICS). 

I learned firsthand at the NGIC just how much writing is valued, or not valued, in 

the intelligence community.   As an English major, I became my division’s de facto 

editor, and many of my colleagues—one of whom openly boasted that he had made it 

through college only having to write one paper—regularly brought me their own written 

reports for review, before sending them on to the NGIC editorial staff.  At one point I 

considered transferring to the editorial department, until I learned that the editors’ 

salaries capped out three pay grades below my own.  At any rate, writing was perhaps 

literally not valued precisely because the editors were little more than glorified 

grammar-checkers, because that was the role that had been defined for them and that 

they and their leadership had acquiesced to over time.   

My role as an informal editor within the Production Forces Division, anecdotally 

at least, says a bit about the intelligence community’s relationship to academia.  At the 

time I was hired three other analysts also joined Production Forces.  One of them, Will, 

came to the NGIC after twenty years in the Army’s Special Forces.  Will quickly dubbed 

me “College Boy,” a nickname that caught on with other analysts and was, usually at 

least, well-meaning.  “Boy” was a reflection of my relative youth, but “College” was 

more telling, reflecting as it did the only qualification that had brought me to the NGIC, 

a strong undergraduate academic record (that, and the ability to pass the rigorous 

security clearance process).  Like most of the NGIC analysts, Will had prior military 
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service and looked upon academia and all that sprung from it with a disdain probably 

not unexpected or even unreasonable in someone who had for twenty years killed and 

evaded death on covert missions in East Asia and the Middle East, usually at times when 

our nation was ostensibly “at peace.”   

Like Will, the NGIC as an institution prided itself in its relationship with the 

military.  Indeed, as part of INSCOM, it is an Army owned and run installation, with an 

explicit mission for supporting ground-based US “warfighters.”  The NGIC takes great 

pride in that mission, and academics and the academy were sometimes suspiciously 

regarded while I was there, even more so than at other, Washington, DC based 

intelligence agencies with stronger ties to universities and run by civilian executive 

staffs.  The NGIC was commanded by an Army colonel in uniform, not a PhD in a suit.  

The life and death concerns of warfighters were seen as too fast paced and practically 

oriented to be bogged down or served by plodding scholarship.  As I look back on the 

experience, I see how that attitude and that pride fostered a distrust of the academy, 

which seemed to many analysts fundamentally aloof to the harsh realities of soldiers 

carrying rifles into harm’s way.  And while the academy may be fundamentally aloof to 

the immediate concerns of combat, I for one do not accept the mistaken premise that 

the academy has nothing to contribute to the work of the intelligence community.   

Other than the State Department seminar, I received very little formal training as 

an imagery analyst.  It was all, as they said, on-the-job training, despite the highly 

technical nature of the work.  I was supposed to be formally trained immediately upon 
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my hiring, but for a variety of bureaucratic reasons, the training never materialized.  

Even before American ground forces crossed the thirty-foot high sand berms separating 

Kuwait and Iraq, no analysts could be spared to attend months-long training courses.  

This was one of many personal frustrations that led me to resign my position in 2004.  In 

my research for this project I learned that such a scattered approach to training is not 

unusual in the intelligence community, learned that my own frustrating experience was 

not so unique.   

Even I, a former member and admittedly cynical observer of the intelligence 

community, sometimes fall victim to the Hollywood myth of the CIA, of a pristine, 

methodically arranged and virtually omniscient intelligence community, a functional 

reflection of the crisp, steel and glass depictions of the CIA headquarters in Langley that 

are so, so common in Hollywood portrayals of spies.  All told, I spent less than four 

weeks in formal training during the time of my service. 

At twenty-two years old, with only an undergraduate degree and very little 

formal training, I found myself working in the intelligence community at some of the 

highest security levels in government.  With the Iraq war looming and the catastrophic 

intelligence breakdown that would be exposed in its wake, I stumbled in 2002 onto the 

scene of one of the most troubling episodes in US intelligence history.  But unlike two of 

the previous failures, the attacks on Pearl Harbor and of September 11th, these mistakes 

would be of commission, rather than omission.  In Iraq the US intelligence community 
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would not fail to detect an act of aggression against our nation, but instead would 

facilitate an act of aggression. 

In case it isn’t yet obvious, this dissertation arises from my own personal struggle 

to explain how the professional intelligence bureaucracy, of which I was once a part, 

became complicit in a war that I and many other people have seen as unjust from the 

moment it was launched.  Rather than engage in the politically partisan displays that 

have dominated public discussions of the invasion and its implications, my graduate 

work in rhetoric has provided me we an alternative, and I think much more productive, 

perspective through which to examine how the intelligence community’s initially 

seemingly nonpartisan attitudes toward politics, language, writing, epistemology, and 

disciplinarity contributed to the initiation of the war that our nation still finds itself 

mired in.   

In 2004 I separated from the NGIC and the NGA on ostensibly good terms.  But 

looking back on that separation, I can’t help but feel that the stink of mutual 

disappointment was rank in the air.  I was regarded as nuts by my supervisors and peers, 

who couldn’t fathom my walking away from a career that would very soon have 

afforded me a six-figure income, infinite job security, international travel, and the 

option of retiring with full medical benefits at forty-two years of age.  Not to mention 

those who felt that I was, quite literally, abandoning our combat troops by resigning my 

position while combat operations continued in Iraq and Afghanistan.  In the eyes of 
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many, I was the young protégé throwing opportunity and patriotism onto the garbage 

heap.   

I too was disappointed, deeply troubled by the war we had contributed to 

initiating, bothered that such well-meaning, intelligent people could be satisfied with 

work that had so obviously led to the deaths of so many innocents, and all on a false 

premise or two.  But if I had failed to uphold the promise of my youth and intellect by 

not submitting to a life of dedicated federal service, then the NGIC and the NGA had 

also failed me, just as the broader intelligence community has failed our nation.   

A narrow, blue plastic folder sits in my filing cabinet at home.  It contains the last 

documents that connect me to my former career as an intelligence officer at the NGIC.  

About once a year I pull the folder out and winnow it.  Not much remains.  It contains a 

copy of my second appointment affidavits and a group photo from that same day when 

my colleagues and I, by act of Congress, ceased to be Department of the Army 

employees and were sworn in as NIMA analysts.  There is a copy of my “Polygraph 

Examination Prebriefing” from when I obtained my RECON security clearance caveat, a 

performance evaluation, a trip itinerary, a training certificate from the Foreign Service 

Institute, a National Security Agency-issued pamphlet on how to avoid “elicitation” from 

foreign intelligence services.  There is also a cover from Imaging Notes, a remote 

sensing trade magazine, depicting Baghdad underneath its masthead, as well as a group 

photo from an intelligence exchange conference in Japan, and a copy of my SF-86—the 

form, covering every detail of personal history, that one completes to initiate their 
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Single Scope Background Investigation, the first step toward obtaining a TS/SCI (Top 

Secret / Secret Compartmented Information) security clearance.  There are also, tucked 

inside and individually protected in separate, gray cardstock folders, two certificates. 

When you look closely at the first certificate you can see the telltale parallel lines 

indicating that it was printed out on an inkjet printer, an improvised award, a semi-gloss 

paper token for those of us who had been working twelve hour days for months to 

“prep the battlefield” and to support combat operations in Iraq.  This first certificate, a 

“Certificate of Appreciation,” has a dark gray border and a tan interior.  At the bottom of 

the gray border is the circular NGIC logo, carrying within it the Center’s motto: 

“Intelligence Today for Tomorrow’s Fight.”  Embedded within the tan interior of the 

certificate is a faint, ghostly image, the image of an American tank crew manning their 

M-1 Abrams tank.   

The M-1, an almost invincible feat of 21st Century American engineering, had just 

that same summer, when I received the certificate, suffered its first known combat 

casualty.  In Iraq a lucky insurgent sniper had shot an American tank driver in the head 

through a narrow, perhaps three inches by six inches, slot in the front of the tank, which 

then, driverless, careened off of a bridge into the Tigris or Euphrates—I can’t remember 

which—and flipped upside down, trapping and drowning the other crew members 

remaining inside.  There is some surely unintentional irony in the image and its 

replication of the previously-thought-to-be invincible armor on the certificate, a 

certificate thanking a contributor to the intelligence that would not only see the M-1 
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defeated in combat for the first time (initially by the sniper, and many times thereafter 

by all means of guerilla ingenuity), but that would also lead directly to the deaths of 

thousands of American service personnel and Iraqi civilians.   

Underneath my name, the formally recorded “Nathan A. Kreuter,” the text of the 

certificate reads, in a blocky, no-frills, military inspired font: 

For meritorious service in support of Operation IRAQI FREEDOM.  Mr. 

Kreuter provided outstanding first-phase imagery support in response to 

CFLLC, V Corps, and I MEF daily requirements, while still maintaining 

expertise in his own area of responsibility.  His drive, effort, and 

accomplishments reflect greatly upon him, Imagery Assessments 

Directorate, the National Ground Intelligence Center, and the Army. 

I could decode for you the meaning of the euphemisms “first-phase imagery support” 

and “daily requirements,” but I would prefer not to.  Despite its visual ironies and 

homemade nature, of this certificate I am proud.  It is not directly linked to the pre-war 

intelligence that led to war in Iraq, but rather to the work that was done once that war 

was initiated by politicians, referring to time and energy spent by many other analysts 

and myself working to minimize casualties, both military and civilian, and to facilitate, as 

much as was in our meager power, a swift end to combat in Iraq.  Our success is 

questionable, but our efforts and motives at least were not.   

 The second certificate I have a difficult time even looking at.  It was awarded to 

members of the NGIC’s “Iraq Team,” a confederation of analysts cobbled together from 



 13 

across the NGIC’s directorates and divisions to address Iraqi intelligence issues and 

commemorating the fact that in 2003 the impromptu Iraq Team was awarded the NGIC 

“Commander’s Trophy.”  The Commander’s Trophy is awarded annually by the colonel 

commanding the NGIC to the Center’s outstanding intelligence unit of the year. 4  The 

certificates were awarded to individually recognize the members of the Iraq Team, 

which was collectively awarded the Commander’s Trophy in 2003. 

 The certificate I received is primarily composed of text, with a small clip-art 

image of a gold trophy in the lower left-hand corner and a generic, MS Word generated 

gray border around its edges.  Not even the NGIC logo appears on it.  In over-elegant 

script the certificate reads, “National Ground Intelligence Center Commander’s Trophy 

is hereby presented to: Nathan Kreuter.”  Underneath my name a veritable 

commemorative book appears, reading: 

As a member of the Iraq Team that responded to critical intelligence and 

operational requirements by producing innumerable, high quality, and 

timely intelligence products for U.S. and Coalition intelligence staffs and 

operational planners engaged in Operation IRAQI FREEDOM.  The 

continuous and rapid pace of operations over the course of many months 

required exceptional dedication to this arduous task.  The high quality of 

the assessments was directly attributable to selfless team work and 

                                                 
4 At the time, the NGIC’s commander was Colonel Michael Rosenbaum, now retired.   
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mission focus.  Your efforts reflect most favorably upon the Iraq Team, 

the National Ground Intelligence Center and the U.S. Army. 

This certificate pains me.  Almost every laudation it articulates is based upon false 

confidence and false congratulations.  It pains me to have been recognized, indeed to 

have received along with many others an award accompanied by a mercenary cash 

bonus, for intelligence that we now know to have been undeniably wrong.  I am not 

pained by the work that we did once the war began supporting “operational 

requirements.”  But I am deeply bothered by the work that we, and the rest of the 

intelligence community, contributed prior to the war, specifically the intelligence 

contributing to the mistaken assumption that Iraq had maintained or even increased its 

stocks of weapons of mass destruction after the 1991 Gulf War.   

The certificate for me represents the worst of today’s intelligence community, 

represents a complete failure of that community to uphold its obligations to our military 

and our public, as well as an additional failure to subsequently accept responsibility for 

its shortcomings.  Our work launched a war that has weakened the US military, perhaps 

degraded our physical safety, strained our economy to a point of collapse, ruined our 

international credibility, and rallied our enemies into a self-righteous fervor.    

The NGIC was no small player in the pre-Iraq war intelligence, and while our role 

was far from that of the Weapons Intelligence Non-Proliferation and Arms Control 

Center (WINPAC, a CIA-run office), our contributions to the initiation of a war that I 

consider to have been sold the American public on false assumptions is well 
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documented by the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, the WMD Commission, 

and a cadre of sleuthing journalists.  I could continue about the experiences, or perhaps 

I should say, disillusionments, that led me to part ways with the government.   

All of this is to say, I am not an impartial observer of this community.  I believe 

that I witnessed first-hand negligent professional practices that have thus far led to the 

deaths of four-thousand-plus American service-people and untold thousands of Iraqi 

civilians.  In a criticism that I fear is all too accurate in describing the intelligence work 

done while I was at the NGIC, the WMD Commission, charged with investigating the 

faulty pre-war intelligence, wrote in its final report: “We agree with the conclusion of 

the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence that NGIC’s performance represents a 

‘serious lapse’ in analytical tradecraft” (68).  Consider this a humble attempt to begin 

setting things right.   

 

The Problem 

In the opening paragraph of Philosophy and Rhetoric, I.A. Richards writes that 

“Rhetoric, I shall urge, should be a study of misunderstanding and its remedies.  We 

struggle all our days with misunderstandings, and no apology is required for any study 

which can prevent or remove them” (3).  Those words, from that scholar, could be 

justification enough for this dissertation.  One need not be a scholar of rhetoric, nor a 

foreign policy wonk, to know that the US intelligence community has been and is beset 
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by some powerful misunderstandings—September 11th, Iraq—for, every slightly 

informed global citizen must surely realize as much.   

As the United States struggles to find its way home through the blinding 

sandstorms, featureless plains, and winding streets of Iraq, it seems obvious that there 

has been a terrible misunderstanding.  Or, more accurately, a series of terrible 

misunderstandings.  Whether one supports or opposes the current US military 

engagement in Iraq and the broader foreign policy that the conflict arose from one must 

grant that the grounds given publicly and repeatedly for the invasion—that is, the 

rhetoric—were false. Even the WMD Commission, appointed by  the  Bush 

Administration itself, concluded that  “the Intelligence Community was dead wrong in 

almost all of its pre-war judgments about Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction” (WMD 

Commission, in an open letter to President George W. Bush and bound in its “Report” 

on an unnumbered page).  In the months and years since the war began in March, 2003, 

liberal and conservative pundits have argued over whether or not those pre-war 

judgments, now so obviously wrong, were deliberately and self-consciously distorted; 

that is, whether there was a conspiracy on the part of the Bush Administration to lead 

the country into a war on false premises. Throughout this dissertation, I will argue that 

is the wrong question.   

All too often, that debate is highly partisan, with defenders of the Bush 

Administration placing the blame on the intelligence community, and attackers of that 

administration describing a malicious top-down distortion of information. Instead of 
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asking whether the individuals and agencies who produced the problematic intelligence 

were ill- or good-willed, this dissertation presumes goodwill. Rather than engage in an 

unproductive and highly partisan debate, this dissertation asks whether the intelligence 

failures that led (at least in part) to war in Iraq might have arisen from less 

conspiratorial, but perhaps even more institutionally problematic, origins.  This 

dissertation asks how the US intelligence community’s attitudes towards politics, 

disciplinarity, language (generally), writing (specifically), and epistemology—in short, 

how its rhetorical culture(s)—contribute to its successes and failures as a knowledge-

building enterprise charged with safeguarding the American public. 

The point at which misunderstanding prompts this dissertation is relatively easy 

to identify.  We can probably take as a given that one of the most freighted decisions a 

culture can make is the decision of whether or not to attend to war.  If we need any 

evidence of the relationship between war-making and rhetoric, people as disparate as 

Aristotle and Kenneth Burke have observed the connection.  We can begin with 

Aristotle’s Rhetoric and Poetics, in which he claims that “war and peace” and “national 

defense” are two of the five “main matters on which all men deliberate and political 

speakers make speeches” (1359b).  More thoroughly, another ancient text, Thucydides’ 

History of the Peloponnesian War, establishes the enduring and expected link between 

civic rhetors and decisions of war and peace.  The relationship between rhetoric and war 

is ancient, obvious, and ongoing.  Far more recently, Kenneth Burke in his essay “Hitler’s 

Battle,” contained within his book The Philosophy of Literary Form, considers the same 
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relationship between rhetoric and war, referring to the rhetoric of Hitler’s Mein Kampf 

as “the well of Nazi magic; crude magic, but effective” (192).  Mein Kampf, as “the well 

of Nazi magic,” is of course the text that arguably launched World War Two, rhetorically 

even if not physically.  In both ancient and contemporary contexts, the relationship 

between rhetoric and war making is well known.   

In 2003, the United States decided to prosecute a war in a foreign land, the kind 

of war that is technically known as “preemptive”—that is, framed as a defensive war, 

although prior to the other side having declared war. This was done at the behest of the 

President and his Administration, with the explicit support of Congress (though without 

a formal declaration of war), and with the open support of a wide majority of American 

citizens.  Why did we go to war?  At the time, and according to then-Secretary of State 

Colin Powell’s address to the United Nations on the 5th of February 2003, it was because 

Iraq harbored illegal weapons of mass destruction (WMD) programs, programs that 

Powell and the administration that he worked for argued—quite persuasively—posed 

an immediate threat to the safety of the United States and its citizens.   

In one of the five Bush Administration speeches that the Senate Select 

Committee on Intelligence identified as key to selling the war to the American and 

international public (1), delivered October 7th in Cincinnati, President Bush claimed in no 

uncertain terms that “Tonight I want to take a few minutes to discuss a grave threat to 

peace, and America’s determination to lead the world in confronting that threat” (85).  

“The threat,” Bush continued, “comes from Iraq” (85).  As evidence of the threat, Bush 



 19 

claimed that “The Iraqi regime has violated all of those obligations *to disarm+.  It 

produces and possesses chemical and biological weapons.  It is seeking nuclear 

weapons” (85).   

We as a nation now know from the WMD Commission appointed by President 

Bush’s own administration that this information was entirely incorrect, for that 

Commission wrote that: 

On the brink of war, and in front of the whole world, the United States 

government asserted that Saddam Hussein had reconstituted his nuclear 

weapons program, had biological weapons and mobile biological weapon 

production facilities, and had stockpiled and was producing chemical 

weapons. (3) 

This is simply a restatement of the Bush Administration’s pre-invasion claims.  Damning 

though is what follows, worded in language that is unusually direct for a government 

report.  Without any break between the text cited immediately above, the WMD 

Commission wrote “All of this was based on the assessments of the U.S. Intelligence 

Community.  And not one bit of it could be confirmed when the war was over” (3).  

Notice that the WMD Commission places responsibility for the source of the information 

on the intelligence community and not on the Bush Administration.  The Commission’s 

point—that the pre-invasion intelligence was wrong—is unequivocal.   
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With the post-invasion discovery that there were no active, let alone robust, 

WMD programs in Iraq, nor any viable stores of previously manufactured WMDs, 

several obvious questions arise: Why did we think that Iraq had WMDs?; Were the 

American people lied to in order to justify the invasion?; Who is responsible for the 

disparity between what we were told prior to the invasion and what we discovered after 

it?  Critics of the war in Iraq—both within and without the academy—have typically 

asked these questions in regard to the Bush Administration and its promotion of a 

doctrine of “preemptive” war.  Far fewer have focused the questions upon the 

intelligence community, a phenomenally well-funded, deeply entrenched bureaucracy 

that has weathered every political crisis and every Congress and every president since 

Harry Truman, and which looks to weather much more in the future.   

It may be that individuals in the Bush Administration did not believe what they 

were saying; it may be that they did not care if the claims were true or not because they 

believed (perhaps even out of good motives) that an invasion of Iraq would be relatively 

easy and bring long-term stability to the Middle East (the "democratic peace" 

hypothesis). They may have been willing to be disingenuous about the specifics—

whether the evidence was truly conclusive—because they were sincere and well-

intentioned in their ends. Regardless of the Administration's motives, I do not mean to 

imply though that the Bush Administration’s conduct, whatever you believe the 

appropriateness of that conduct to have been, is synonymous with the conduct of the 

intelligence community.  The intelligence community, while deeply enmeshed with and 
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influenced by the Bush Administration, cannot be assumed in all, or perhaps even many, 

cases to have been operating in the same rhetorical ways (that is, possibly 

disingenuously) or from the same philosophical (that is, neoconservative) premises as 

the Bush Administration.  This dissertation takes as a given its own simple premise, that 

the intelligence community, a cadre largely composed of intelligent, inquisitive 

professionals, acted in good faith when it generated its grossly mistaken pre-invasion 

assessments.   

There is no doubt, in light of the Iraq Survey Group’s failure to discover WMDs in 

Iraq, that the intelligence community was almost universally wrong about the state of 

Iraq’s WMD programs and stores prior to the invasion. 5   The “ground truth” in Iraq has 

revealed the fundamental untruth of the pre-war intelligence assessments and 

estimates.  But I believe, and this dissertation also assumes, that by-and-large the 

analytical corps of the intelligence community (there might be exceptions that prove the 

rule) are a professional lot, and did not and would not conspire to fabricate pretenses 

upon which to initiate war.  The simple logistics required to orchestrate such a 

conspiracy point to its unlikelihood.  Even in the most corrupt institutions, there is 

always a righteous whistleblower or snitching malcontent to reveal the conspiracy.  No 

such figure has surfaced in the wake of the pre-war intelligence.   

                                                 
5 The Iraq Survey Group (ISG) was the “fact-finding” mission of over 1,400 US military and civilian 
personnel sent into Iraq immediately after the US military invasion to investigate the nature of Iraq’s 
alleged WMD programs.  When the ISG failed to find evidence of any such programs, or stockpiles of 
weapons, it was disbanded, in January of 2005.  The group’s conclusions are outlined in the “Duelfer 
Report,” which takes its name from ISG leader Charles Duelfer.   
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In some ways, the fantasy of an evil cabal provides comfort for those who 

despair over the war in Iraq, and its origins, and its long-term ramifications.  While I try, 

as much as is in my admittedly weak power, to resist commenting on the Bush 

Administration (and certainly do not make any effort to undertake an analysis of that 

administration or its conduct), in the case of the intelligence community I urge readers 

to resist the paradoxical comforts of such a conspiratorial vision.  Such images of 

conspiracies and conspirators are comforting because they so clearly delineate the good 

and the bad, the trustworthy and criminal.  But as with most binaries, the clarity they 

offer is false.   

Not only is the situation not so clear cut, but neither is it so easy to deal with.  

Were there a responsible cabal that had acted in bad faith, or criminally, we could 

sanction its members, politically or legally, and be done with the matter.  But if the 

intelligence community was not being steered and staffed by conspirators, then 

something more complex, more troubling, and probably much more difficult to deal 

with might be afoot.  That is the situation precisely, and the point of exigence, the 

kairotic moment, at which this dissertation begins.  It begins with a war initiated and 

conducted under wrong-headed predictions and assumptions, predictions and 

assumptions informed by the intelligence community, which, if we also trust that it was 

acting in good faith, must surely have some serious flaws in how it conducts its business, 

in how it produces knowledge.  That is a rhetorical problem, meriting rhetorical-critical 

inquiry.   
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 Rhetoric, a lens, a set of critical frameworks, a series of modes of thinking that 

will be brought to bear on the intelligence community here, is not only “a study of 

misunderstanding and its remedies,” as Richards writes.  It is that, but also much more.  

Deirdre McCloskey, an economist by training and a rhetorician in practice, articulates 

another, even less conventional definition of rhetoric, but one that is particularly apt 

when applied to the intelligence community.  In her book The Rhetoric of Economics, 

McCloskey proffers a definition of rhetoric aimed at gaining purchase with colleagues in 

her own discipline of economics, writing that, “rhetoric is an economics of language, the 

study of how scarce means are allocated to the insatiable desires of people to be heard” 

(xix).  The intelligence community certainly can understand the concept of “scarce 

means,” as it continues to find its resources (both human and technological) strained by 

the demands of its new counter-terrorism responsibilities and its mandate to foretell as 

best it can the actions of governments and confederacies hostile to the United States of 

America.  So too can the intelligence community understand the “insatiable desire” to 

be heard, given the import of its mission.   

 The Rhetoric of Economics also serves in some ways as a model for this 

dissertation, showing by example the constructive contributions that rhetoric as a 

discipline can make to other knowledge-building disciplines.  So, not only does this 

dissertation take McCloskey’s “scarce means” definition and apply it to the intelligence 

community, but it also frames its object of study in similar ways, seeking both to better 

understand the rhetorical transactions of the intelligence community, and exploring 



 24 

what the intelligence community’s own theoretical and epistemological affiliations may 

mean for our own discipline.   

McCloskey’s study of how rhetoric operates within the discipline of economics 

anticipates by twenty years rhetorician Richard Lanham’s The Economics of Attention, 

which could be viewed as a chiasmatic inversion of McCloskey’s work, an economic 

study of rhetoric aimed at rhetoricians.  But the crossing point of the chiasmus formed 

by McCloskey’s and Lanham’s works is where the riches are, as they always are in that 

particular rhetorical figure.  And while this dissertation won’t persist in upholding the 

rhetorical/economic chiasmus, it’s a concept worth dwelling on for a moment here.   

Lanham begins The Economics of Attention by describing some characteristics of 

the so-called information economy: “information is not in short supply in the 

information economy.   We’re drowning in it.  What we lack is the human attention 

needed to make sense of it all” (xi).  Without ambiguity he concludes that “attention is 

the commodity in short supply” (xi).  Notice how similar Lanham’s ensuing definition of 

rhetoric is to McCloskey’s: “Usually defined as ‘the art of persuasion,’ it *rhetoric] might 

as well have been called ‘the economics of attention.’  It tells us how to allocate our 

central scarce resource, to invite people to attend to what we would like them to attend 

to” (xii-xiii).  Sticking for the moment to the economic/rhetorical chiasmus created by 

McCloskey and Lanham, this dissertation is a study of how the intelligence community 

allocates rhetorical resources, of how it invests its epistemological energy, and an 

assessment of the rates of return on those rhetorical transactions.   
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The chiasmatic crossing point between McCloskey and Lanham is precisely 

where the US intelligence community finds itself today, overwhelmed by petabytes of 

information and without the materials or theoretical means to sift through the 

information overload.  The intelligence community’s current predicament is perhaps the 

perfect exemplar of McCloskey’s and Lanham’s theories of rhetoric.  On the one hand, 

the intelligence community is overwhelmed by the sheer, unmediated, uncatalogued 

volume of data that it collects daily through various means of 21st Century engineering, 

spy satellites and the like.  At the same time, when intelligence community analysts do 

manage to survive, in Lanham’s words, from “drowning in it” and manage to “make 

sense if it all,” the assessments that they write in order to educate policymakers must 

then compete in a similarly cluttered raft of informational flotsam for a given 

policymaker’s attention (xi).  McCloskey and Lanham both, and especially in 

combination, theorize a means of understanding the intelligence community’s 

predicaments, and possibly even a way out of those predicaments.   

In a quite fundamental way, this dissertation can also be viewed as an extension 

of the project that Steven Mailloux begins in his book Rhetorical Power.  After a 

particularly frustrating exchange with a student, during which the student insisted on 

clinging to a misreading of an explicitly political text, and after the failure of his appeals 

on behalf of a better, more rhetorically substantiated reading, Mailloux yearned for “a 

general theory of interpretation that could supply rules outlawing my student’s 

misreading” (4).  That impulse leads Mailloux in Rhetorical Power to complicate an 
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oppositional binary between the theoretical positions that he calls “hermeneutic 

realism” and “hermeneutic idealism,” both of which he determines to be inadequate for 

his goals, in turn prompting the book’s argument on behalf of a third option, what 

Mailloux calls “rhetorical hermeneutics.” 6 

Mailloux articulates hermeneutic realism, the first interpretive option that he 

rejects, thoroughly: “Hermeneutic realism argues that meaning-full texts exist 

independent of interpretation.  From this perspective, meanings are discovered, not 

created.  The facts of the text exist objectively, before any hermeneutic work by readers 

or critics, and therefore correct interpretations are those that correspond to the 

autonomous facts of the text” (5).  Hermeneutic realism is simultaneously 

foundationalist and institutionally conservative, and likely politically conservative as 

well.  Texts, from a perspective of hermeneutic realism, enjoy far more agency than 

readers, who can only be expected to discover “correct” meanings: “Realism often views 

the interpreter’s mind as passive, simply acted upon by words on the page.  Though the 

text must be read, in correct interpretation, it simply speaks itself.  If the reader needs 

to do anything, it is only the mechanical activity of combining word and meanings into 

larger thematic units and formal relationships” (5).  Readings of texts under 

hermeneutic realist eyes are singular, and either right or wrong. Concomitantly, several 

theoretical positions fall under the hermeneutic realist umbrella—the New Criticism in 

                                                 
6 “Hermeneutic” can be read in all of its invocations by Mailloux as a stand-in for “interpretive” or 
“interpretation.”   
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literary studies, scientific positivism, foundationalism in most of its forms, judicial strict 

constructionism in the law, and political conservatism.  All share in common a 

hermeneutic realist attitude towards the interpretation of texts.   

Working from the field of cognitive science, George Lakoff argues for a similar 

matrix, or set of affiliations between realism and the current formulation of political 

"realism" or conservatism, on the basis that such affiliations are rooted in what he labels 

the “strict father” metaphorical model (Moral Politics 65-107).  Mailloux’s 

characterization of hermeneutic realism (and, later, hermeneutic idealism) is supported 

by Lakoff’s work in cognitive science.  (The interaction between both Mailloux’s and 

Lakoff’s works is taken up in more detail in a following chapter, “Metaphor and 

Ideologies of Language in the Intelligence Community.”) 

Of “hermeneutic idealism” Mailloux writes, before similarly dismissing the 

position, that it “in contrast *to hermeneutic realism+, argues that interpretation always 

creates the signifying text, that meaning is made, not found.  In this view, textual facts 

are never prior to or independent of the hermeneutic activity of readers and critics.  

Idealism claims not only that the interpreter’s mind is active but that it is completely 

dominant over the text” (5-6).  Hermeneutic idealism privileges the agency of readers’ 

minds over that of texts.  Its affiliations include postmodernism in most all of its 
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theoretical and disciplinary incarnations, as well as some forms of political 

radicalism/progressivism.7 

Mailloux's argument is that this is an unproductive binary:  “as theories of 

interpretation, textual realism and readerly idealism share a common institutional 

concern: to establish a foundation for validating knowledge” (6).  Both positions are 

essentially foundationalist. All disciplines, be they academic (say, an English 

department) or otherwise (say, the intelligence community), must have methods of 

discrimination, means of determining what constitutes valid knowledge for the 

purposes of their intellectual inquiry.   “I call this an institutional concern,” Mailloux 

continues, “because traditional theorists claim that, without principles of correct 

interpretation, an institutionalized discipline has no way of grounding its production of 

new knowledge” (6, original emphasis).  If they frame their choice as a binary between 

the two kinds of foundation, Mailloux argues, they cannot make a good choice.  

But in addition to “grounding its production of new knowledge,” an institution’s 

or discipline’s affiliation with hermeneutic realism or hermeneutic idealism (whatever it 

chooses to call those positions) plays a not-to-be-overlooked role in how successful the 

discipline is in defending the knowledge it produces against the attacks of extra-

disciplinary critics—attacks that could be launched by institutional or intellectual 

antagonizers, or by less ill-intentioned outsider agonists.  “Whether the account *read, 

                                                 
7 Mailloux’s argument is quite similar in some respects to the one that Wayne Booth makes in Modern 
Dogma and the Rhetoric of Assent.  
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theoretical position+ is realist, idealist, or some combination of the two,” Mailloux 

writes, “it must provide an intersubjective ground for correct interpretation, and it is 

traditionally thought that only by the establishment of such ground can the dangers of 

relativism and subjectivism be avoided” (6, emphasis in original).  By “an intersubjective 

ground for correct interpretation,” Mailloux means that both hermeneutic realism and 

idealism hold that their interpretive norms must be repeatable, must allow multiple 

audiences or readers to come to the same or similar, “correct” readings.   Such 

repeatability, or reproducibility, provides the institutional safeguard against relativism 

and subjectivism.  And an apparent choice between realism and some version of 

relativism and subjectivism is, quite reasonably, a major concern for the intelligence 

community and its professionals, as we’ll see.   

Returning for a moment to Richard Lanham, in the introduction of The 

Economics of Attention he writes that “Rhetorical figures are patterns of speech or 

writing that provide patterns for thought” (xiii).  George Lakoff might be inclined to 

rewrite that claim as something along the lines of “Rhetorical figures are patterns of 

speech or writing that express even more fundamental patterns of thought.”  For Lakoff, 

rhetorical figures, and primarily metaphor, precede expression in speech or writing, for 

they are physical, synapses-driven elements of human cognition.  Metaphor is not a 

means of understanding, as it might be for Lanham, but is the primary, fundamental 
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mode of human cognition.  Understanding takes place only through metaphor.8     

Lanham’s and Lakoff’s theories of cognition form yet another chiasmatic crossing point 

for this dissertation.   

It is not a new argument to say that there is something less than ideal in how the 

intelligence community does its intellectual work.  The intelligence community itself has 

argued as much about itself almost since its creation, beginning with Sherman Kent’s 

Strategic Intelligence for American World Policy (1949), which called for a robust 

literature of intelligence analysis.  Kent devoted tremendous energy to thinking through 

the epistemological issues faced by the intelligence community.  Similarly, every 

subsequent generation of intelligence analysts has responded to Kent’s call for an 

epistemologically sound method of intelligence analysis.  Notable works addressing 

issues of analysis in the intelligence community include: Mark Lowenthal’s Intelligence 

from Secrets to Policy;   Intelligence Analysis and Assessment, edited by David Charters, 

Stuart Farson, and Glenn Hastedt; Analyzing Intelligence, edited by Roger George and 

James Bruce; and, Transforming US Intelligence, edited by Jennifer Sims and Burton 

Gurber.   While these works represent the efforts of dozens of intelligence analysts, 

                                                 
8 In this way, one could accuse Lakoff of having a foundationalist view of language and cognition.  In 
arguing that metaphor is the basic, fundamental mode of human cognition, Lakoff believes he has 
identified a, if not the, primary structure of human understanding.  His relationship with Lanham is of the 
chicken-and-egg variety.  Whereas Lanham indicates that figures of speech can structure thought, Lakoff 
believes that thought is structures of speech.  I don’t think the positions are mutually exclusive.  But as 
we’ll see, Lakoff’s possible affiliation with at least some variety of “foundationalism” (usually a quite 
pejorative terms for those working in the humanities today) has strange and interesting implications for 
this dissertation.  I.A. Richards’s position on metaphor in The Philosophy of Rhetoric is quite similar, 
though obviously Richards comes to the same point through rhetoric explicitly, rather than through 
cognitive science.   
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scholars, and editors, fundamentally almost all of them have made a similar appeal.  The 

proposed solution in the wake of intelligence failures (of which there are more in our 

history than any of us would like) is almost always a call to increase the “objectivity” of 

analysis.    

Lowenthal, for example, writes that “Intelligence officers who are dealing with 

policymakers are expected to maintain a certain objectivity and not lapse into advocacy 

for specific policies, choices, or outcomes.  To do so is seen as threatening to the 

objectivity of the analyses they present” (3).  Similarly, in their introduction to Analyzing 

Intelligence George and Bruce characterize the intelligence community as “policy 

neutral” and claim that “policymakers seem to appreciate the studied objectivity they 

can generally expect from intelligence analysts” (10).  In an essay in Transforming US 

Intelligence, Sims writes that “the wisest decision makers often distance themselves so 

as to gain efficiency and objectivity; they recognize that intelligence analysis should 

appropriately adjust, not reflect, their own predilections and prejudices” (15).  The call 

for greater objectivity is a consistent one.  This dissertation argues in later chapters that 

in calling for greater objectivity, the intelligence community reinforces the problem, 

reiterating problematic conceptions of objectivity and language that may themselves 

lead to epistemological failures.   

This dissertation also seeks to fill a gap in the intelligence community’s own 

literature.  The intelligence community has already conducted both an ethnographic and 

a psychological study of the processes of intelligence analysis, Rob Johnston’s Analytic 
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Culture in the US Intelligence Community: An Ethnographic Study (2005) and Richards 

Heuer’s Psychology of Intelligence Analysis (1999), respectively.  Both of those studies 

were produced from within in the intelligence community, by individuals with wide 

access to both intelligence personnel and documents, and whose works were subject to 

intelligence community review and presumably also exist in more detailed, classified 

versions.  The intelligence community has not conducted any such study of its practices 

of textual interpretation or production, possibly because, as we’ll see, it is heavily 

invested in a hermeneutic realist model of textual interpretation and production that 

precludes the possibility for such a study.  Thus another point of exigence for this 

project.   

Further, some scholars have expressed skepticism over the validity of the 

intelligence community’s internal studies like Huer’s and Johnston’s.  In “Journeys in 

Shadows,” the introduction to their edited collection Understanding Intelligence in the 

Twenty-First Century, the British political scientists L.V. Scott and Peter Jackson first 

observe that: 

The study of intelligence is often informed by official and quasi-official 

links, and the CIA has been keen to promote the academic study of the 

subject.  Both the National Security Agency and the CIA each employ 

their own team of full-time professionally trained historians.  Each has 

also invited "scholars in residence" to spend extended periods working 

within the agencies.  (13) 



 33 

That the intelligence community employs its own scholars is of course not itself a 

problem, but probably on the whole a good thing, encouraging the intelligence 

community to think meta-discursively about its epistemological past and present.  But 

Scott and Jackson point out though that “Such links have at times generated debate 

about the proper limits and intellectual integrity of such endeavors” (13).  The 

implication Scott and Jackson seem to make is that such internally contained 

commentators might lack the distance from the intelligence community that would be 

necessary to express criticisms of its practices, and that as insiders such critics would be 

vulnerable to institutional pressures not to be too critical of the institutions that they 

rely upon for employment.  With those concerns in mind, this dissertation does treat 

skeptically the intelligence community’s claims to political objectivity or apoliticism, and 

attempts to make a contribution to the improvement of the intelligence community’s 

epistemological practices from the outside.   

 

Background 

 When I use the term “intelligence community” throughout this dissertation I 

mean simultaneously something very specific and very general.  Specifically, the term 

“intelligence community” refers to the confederation of federal agencies, all falling 

under the purview of the Executive Branch, that engage in, to use the popular term, 

“spying” on behalf of the United States.  The most famous/infamous of the intelligence 

community agencies is the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), which many authors 
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incorrectly assume to be synonymous with the term “intelligence community.”  The two 

are not synonymous, for the intelligence community contains an additional fifteen 

agencies, making for a total of sixteen agencies.9  Even those who recognize the 

difference between the intelligence community and the CIA tend to use the terms too 

interchangeably, and too often use only CIA examples as examples intended to 

represent the entire intelligence community, which is an easy enough trap to fall into, 

because far more information is generally and publicly available in reference to the CIA 

than for other intelligence community entities, for the most part.   

 Within the intelligence community’s own literature it tends to refer to itself as 

the “Intelligence Community.”  I have chosen to forego capitalization, because, while 

the intelligence community is a specific entity of sixteen agencies, formally (if not 

effectively) regulated by federal laws, its vast nature, unclear relationships, and 

constantly shifting responsibilities make it a difficult entity to define with any 

meaningful specificity.  Some authorities on the intelligence community would go even 

further, questioning whether we can even call the intelligence community a community.  

Politically conservative federal judge Richard Posner points out in Preventing Surprise 

Attacks with scare quotes that “the intelligence ‘community,’ ” is called a community 

                                                 
9 They are: the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA); Air Force Intelligence (AIA); Army Military Intelligence 
(MI); the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA); the Marine Corps Intelligence Agency (MCIA); the National 
Geospatial-Intelligence Agency (NGA); the National Reconnaissance Office (NRO); the National Security 
Agency (NSA); the Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI); the Office of Intelligence and Counterintelligence 
(OICI); the Office of Intelligence and Analysis (I&A); Coast Guard Intelligence (CGI); the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation (FBI); the Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA); the Bureau of Intelligence and Research (INR); 
and, the Office of Terrorism and Financial Intelligence (TFI).   
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“misleadingly, since the ethos is competitive rather than communitarian” (113).  

Similarly, both the 9/11 Commission and the WMD Commission have criticized the 

internal rivalries within the intelligence community, which often prevent the sharing of 

critical information.  The 9/11 Commission observed that “The biggest impediment to 

all-source [intelligence] analysis—to a greater likelihood of connecting the dots—is the 

human or systemic resistance to sharing information” and devoted a chapter of its 

report to addressing how to overcome such inter-agency resistances (416, my 

emphasis).  Likewise, the WMD Commission in its report concluded that “our study of 

Iraq found several situations where key information failed to reach those who needed it: 

for example, poor information systems resulted in failure to recall reporting from a 

source who was determined to be a fabricator” (430).   

So, an uncapitalized designation more accurately indicates the intelligence 

community’s liquid nature.  It is a community constantly in flux, in every respect.  As 

readers have almost surely already noticed though, even the decision of whether or not 

to capitalize the phrase “intelligence community” is of rhetorical consequence.  Despite 

the many accounts questioning whether it can even be considered a community, 

through capitalization—and many more meaningful routes we’ll deal with later in this 

text—the intelligence seeks to secure for itself the authority of expertise.   

That authority is sometimes difficult to grant though, particularly because even 

the intelligence community has a difficult time even describing precisely the nature of 

the work it engages in.  As we’ll see, sixty years after their community was created, 
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intelligence experts still do not have a settled definition of what exactly “intelligence” 

work is or how it is conducted.  This is despite the fact that, beginning with a man 

named Sherman Kent in 1949, generations of intelligence analysts have struggled to 

define precisely their epistemological and advisory role in government.   

Readers will notice as they progress through the chapters of this dissertation 

that Sherman Kent appears in many places, as do his writings.  Kent was a founder of 

the US intelligence community, which was created largely from the Office of Strategic 

Services (OSS) in 1947 when Harry Truman created the CIA.  Kent was a Yale man, a 

historian by both training and profession.  During the Second World War he served as an 

OSS officer, returning to Yale to profess in the Department of History at the war’s 

conclusion.  But upon the outbreak of hostilities on the Korean Peninsula, Kent was 

persuaded, easily it appears, to leave academia and join the nascent CIA, where he 

remained for the remainder of his career. Like so many in the early days of the CIA (at 

the time the “CIA” and the “intelligence community” overlapped almost completely as 

both terms and communities, unlike today), Kent was a bona fide member of the “old 

boy network,” members of which were almost without exception credentialed through 

the Ivy League and powerful, historically established family connections.  These were 

East Coast men of education and social standing.   

Kent eventually would become a scholar of the intelligence community and its 

workings, and by far the most prolific scholar of the community’s analytic practices.  

Kent authored the principal intellectual text of the US intelligence community, 
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essentially a founding document, when in 1949 he wrote Strategic Intelligence for 

American World Policy.  Subsequent shorter, but still influential, works of Kent’s have 

more recently been collected and published by the CIA in Sherman Kent and the Board 

of National Estimates, edited by Donald Steury (1994).  The CIA’s internal training 

college, the Sherman Kent School for Intelligence Analysis, is named after Kent.  Kent 

also founded the CIA’s professional journal, Studies in Intelligence, which is published 

regularly in both classified and unclassified editions.  No single person has had as much 

of an intellectual influence on the intelligence community as Kent has.   

There is no denying though that Kent’s work is dated.   What, many scholars 

might ask, is his relevance, a full sixty years after penning Strategic Intelligence, to 

today’s intelligence community?  That’s a fair and responsible scholarly question to ask. 

In short, Kent’s writings on intelligence and intelligence analysis are relevant to 

this study because they still hold purchase within today’s intelligence community.  In 

one of the most recent and thorough volumes on contemporary intelligence analysis, 

Analyzing Intelligence: Origins, Obstacles, and Innovations (2007), edited by Roger 

George and James Bruce, Kent remains an important figure.  The volume is composed of 

essays written by contemporary intelligence professionals and social scientists who 

study current analytical practice within the intelligence community.  Collectively, the 

authors of the volume’s twenty essays cite Kent ten times, always as a credible 

authority.  Kent and his writing are discussed, again, always favorably and reverently, an 

additional thirteen times in the body of Analyzing Intelligence’s essays.  Clearly, 
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contemporary intelligence professionals and scholars consider Kent’s work germane to 

today’s intelligence community.   

In fact, Kent’s continued importance within today’s intelligence community 

signifies the problem to which this dissertation points—the intelligence community 

continues to frame its work in terms developed in the period of and immediately 

following World War Two, basing its epistemological practices on concepts inherited 

from the height of modernism.  This dissertation accounts for as much of the 

contemporary intelligence literature as possible, but includes such extended discussions 

of Kent’s older works because he is one of the most important intelligence professionals 

to explicitly address in writing the rhetorical and epistemological issues that the 

intelligence community, or “intelligence discipline,” as Kent would have called it, faces.   

 

Methods 

 This dissertation, and the book project that will ensue from it, is intended to 

reach both scholars of rhetoric and intelligence experts.  Quite reasonably, their 

interests are likely to be very different.  Scholars of rhetoric will hopefully find in this 

text a better sense of why a discourse community would choose to reject so many of the 

rhetorical principles we seek to instill in the students and the communities that we work 

with, why one community would cling to an anti-rhetorical hermeneutic realism that 

may actually impede its ability to affectively achieve its mission of safeguarding the 

American public.  If any intelligence analysts or intelligence community leaders ever 
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encounter the finished text, perhaps they will feel compelled by it to reconsider the 

intelligence community’s writing processes and interpretive nature, to rethink how it is 

that they analyze and generate texts.   

Because of its secretive culture and compulsion to protect its sources and 

methods, the intelligence community is a particularly difficult one to study.  Over time, 

intelligence documents are usually declassified, as the sources and technologies 

responsible for producing intelligence assessments drift into obscurity and 

obsolescence.  A historical study of the intelligence community would have been 

relatively easy to conduct.  But also potentially irrelevant, irrelevant because the 

intelligence community, like the rest of us, finds itself in a new technological world, and 

is faced with epistemological dilemmas that are simultaneously emergent and ancient.  

Additionally, some such historical studies have already been conducted.  Most of these 

have been popular, such as Tim Weiner’s National Book Award winning Legacy of Ashes 

and William Burrows’s Deep Black. Such popular histories are not particularly useful for 

the purposes at hand here because they tend to focus on the sexy parts of the 

intelligence community—namely clandestine espionage—and not on the intellectual 

and epistemological tasks of the deskbound spies who numerically constitute a much 

larger part of our intelligence community.  More academic histories, such as Abram 

Shulksy’s Silent Warfare, Harold Ford’s Estimative Intelligence, and Angelo Codevilla’s 

Informing Statecraft are too dated to help much with understanding the intelligence 
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community’s contemporary dilemmas.  A problem though is that most such studies have 

simply reiterated the modernist presumptions critiqued in this dissertation.  

Of course the historical studies have their uses, but also their limits, for the 

reiteration of modernist and hermeneutic realist principles precludes the possibility for 

other avenues of investigation into the intelligence community’s epistemological 

practices.  In the past fifty years the intelligence community’s methods and practices 

have changed due to changes in culture, technology, and geopolitics.  One question for 

us to consider is whether or not the intelligence community’s theories of epistemology 

have evolved along with those methods and practices.  Of less concern then is how the 

intelligence community functioned rhetorically during the Cuban Missile Crisis, and of 

more concern are recent events—in particular the instigation of the Iraq war—

rendering less useful the possibilities of another historical study.   

I like to think of this dissertation as one that maps a territory not by exploring 

the interior, but by walking the perimeter.  In all honesty, there are simply some things 

you and I will never know about how the intelligence community functions rhetorically, 

will never know about how its components and constituents communicate with one 

another and with policymakers.  That is because the community is so secretive.  Because 

of that same secrecy, I have not been able to conduct this rhetorical study with the 

same access to the documents and writing processes that other rhetoricians might 

expect to analyze when studying other knowledge-building communities.  Because of 

the impossibility of gaining access to intelligence community documents and personnel, 
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this dissertation certainly could not be considered a “writing in the workplace” study, 

for it cannot meet our disciplinary expectations for such work.   

The intelligence community’s documents and methods of creating those 

documents are often state secrets.  But in light of intelligence community’s recent 

failures, many meta-discursive documents commenting on the intelligence community 

have been produced from within government and from within the academy.  This 

dissertation attempts to make a contribution to the disparate literatures—from within 

the intelligence community, from within the academy, from former intelligence 

professionals—that, despite their different origins, all seek to improve the ways in which 

our intelligence community goes about its epistemological business.   In order not to 

commit the same types of epistemological errors that intelligence community 

sometimes commits, I also have to be very honest at the moments when I am simply 

speculating.  Passing assumptions or speculations off as substantiated knowledge leads 

to events like the war in Iraq.  While the consequences of my own actions carry no such 

import, I don’t want to reify such troubling epistemological practices.   

  While many conventional analytical strategies were not available because of 

the secretive nature of the intelligence community, this dissertation derives its 

legitimacy from its creation of an intersection between two previously unconnected 

literatures, the literature of intelligence analysis and the literature of rhetoric.  There 

are, of course, limitations to beginning such work.  For one, the work to be done is vast.  

In retrospect, any one of the chapters contained here could have been expanded into a 
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dissertation.  But this dissertation is intended to be the beginning, and not the end, of 

an effort to apply theories of rhetoric to the intelligence community and to deploy 

rhetoric in an effort to help the intelligence community work through its epistemological 

tasks.  With the single exception of some work done by a scholar named Hamilton Bean, 

which appears much later in this dissertation, no rhetoricians are addressing the issues 

that the intelligence community faces.  And with the lone exception of an Air Force 

officer named Gary Mills, whose work also appears later in this dissertation, no 

intelligence analysts appear from the publicly available evidence to be considering how 

theories of rhetoric might be able to strengthen intelligence analysis, or how the 

intelligence community functions as a rhetorical community.  In fact, there seems to be, 

as there is in much of the population, a suspicion within the intelligence community 

about contemporary humanistic theories of language and rhetoric.   

Take, for example, the perspective of intelligence community expert Peter Gill, 

whose comments are recorded in a Rand Corporation Workshop Report titled “Toward a 

Theory of Intelligence,” the goal of which was to theorize how intelligence analysis does 

and should function as an epistemological undertaking.  When delivering prepared 

remarks at the workshop, Gill argued that in attempting to understand the epistemology 

of the intelligence community “Postmodern assumptions that there is no reality, only 

competing narratives, are not of much help” (5).  In one sense, Gill is right.  There really 

were not WMD stockpiles in Iraq, a concrete reality that has had some very real 

consequences for thousands and thousands of Americans and Iraqis.  But in another 
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sense, Gill is too dismissive, for in the intelligence that precipitated the war, there were 

multiple narratives, and the intelligence community’s guesses as to what was actually 

happening in Iraq could have used perhaps even more intellectual competition.10 

Ultimately one narrative—the narrative in which Iraq possessed stocks of nuclear, 

chemical, and biological weapons—won out and became the privileged narrative, 

leading to the US invasion.  So perhaps it is worth considering, in a very postmodern 

sense, how particular narratives become privileged or devalued in the intelligence 

production process. 

What Gill said next though was much more nuanced: “For practitioners *of 

intelligence analysis+, the criteria for knowledge may be quite pragmatic. The ‘best 

truth,’ ‘what works,’ and similar statements assume that the criterion for knowledge is 

usefulness. This pragmatic answer cannot, however, be the end of the story, for the 

‘knowledge’ may actually be wrong” (5).  Despite his earlier dismissal of “postmodern 

theories,” which he does not define, this perspective seems very postmodern on Gill’s 

own part.  Gill recognizes that at certain point, intelligence analysts have to commit to 

                                                 
10 Readers familiar with Foucault’s work will surely notice the glaring absence of any continental 
philosophy in these pages.  The absence is superficial only.  Foucault’s works, in particular Discipline and 
Punish and The Order of Things, lurk everywhere in these pages.  Any reader familiar with his work will not 
need me to make the connections for her.  They are obvious enough.  While I don’t want to get ahead of 
myself, I would like to say that the conscious omission of Foucault and his cohort has been strategic.  With 
my hope, outlandish as it may be, that some intelligence professionals might eventually read and take this 
work to heart, the inclusion of French postmodernism here became impossible.  To have included such 
figures would have been to ensure this work’s immediate dismissal, for perhaps nothing is more scorned 
among intelligence professionals, in my admittedly anecdotal experience, than what is perceived as the 
relativism of French intellectuals.  In this dissertation I have perhaps attempted to please too many 
audiences.  Future iterations of this project—the book—will be aimed more exclusively at rhetoricians, 
and will not be hamstrung by restrictions such as this one.   
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one version of the “truth,” and that in a world where such a commitment carries 

potentially grave consequences we have to be very concerned with how “the pragmatic 

answer” is reached.  In the case of Iraq, the “knowledge” was indeed wrong.  This 

dissertation asks both intelligence professionals and the discipline of rhetoric to slow 

down, to consider some of the rhetorical theories that have either been dismissed or 

not yet considered by the intelligence community.  On the one hand, Gill dismisses the 

very large body of postmodern theory, but on the other hand he expresses a 

perspective that seems to indicate a phenomenon that postmodern theory might be 

able to help explain.  (Other, more anecdotal intelligence community reactions to 

rhetoric are discussed in the final chapter, and stem from Gary Mills’s reports of 

resistance to rhetoric from within the intelligence community.) 

This tension between the postmodernism that Gill has simultaneously dismissed 

and invoked represents a wonderful opportunity for both the intelligence community 

and rhetoricians. The intelligence community is thinking about theory, and has 

responded to its recent failures by considering meta-cognitively its epistemological 

practices.  That consideration presents a perfect opportunity for academics to connect 

theory to a very practically oriented community, a connection that we can only presume 

would enrich both the academic and intelligence communities.   
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Overview of the Dissertation 

In its attempt to understand the intelligence community’s response to the 

dangers of relativism and subjectivism, this dissertation begins with a chapter exploring 

the intelligence community’s relationship with, and attitude towards, politics.  As a 

bureaucratic institution, the intelligence community quite rightly recognizes the need to 

insulate itself from the fickle winds of popular political opinion.  This need to stand apart 

from political partisanship has manifested itself primarily in the intelligence 

community’s explicitly stated claim that it is an apolitical institution.  By reading the 

“WMD Commission Report” through the theories of political theorist David Held and 

rhetorician Steven Mailloux, the chapter shows that the claim of an “apolitical” status is 

itself a very political claim, with profound political and epistemological implications for 

how the intelligence community produces its assessments and estimates.   

 “Metaphor and Ideologies of Language in the Intelligence Community,” the 

second chapter of the dissertation, explores the intelligence community’s attitude 

towards language, which could fairly be described as a “conduit model,” in which the 

intelligence community views language as a transparent and unproblematic medium for 

transmitting unambiguous “facts” from one point to another.  As primary evidence, the 

chapter focuses on a constellation of texts written from within the intelligence 

community, as well as texts dealing with the intelligence community but written by 

social scientists.  Theoretically, the chapter draws heavily on the works of Richard 

Lanham and George Lakoff.  
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The third analytical chapter of the dissertation examines writing education and 

writing practices within the intelligence community.  It begins with an analysis of 

training materials used in intelligence community writing classes, an analysis that is then 

extended into other intelligence community documents.  The chapter examines the 

writing community’s constant commitment to brevity and “clarity” in its written 

products, and the ramifications of those commitments for knowledge-production within 

the intelligence community.  The chapter uses the theoretical works of Richard Lanham, 

George Lakoff, and Michael Warner to frame its analysis.   

Finally, the concluding chapter attempts to make sense of the intelligence 

community’s disciplinary nature.  As part of its attempt to defend against subjectivism 

and relativism, as well as politicization, the intelligence community claims to be a 

scientific discipline.  Its knowledge-building practices, however, do not parallel those of 

the experimental sciences, nor those of the social sciences.  Its pose as a scientific 

community is closely tied to the intelligence community’s investment in hermeneutic 

realism.   Also, in this section I reflect on the binary pairs that seem to dominate many of 

the epistemological relationships in the intelligence community, as well as some 

thoughts on how the development of a rhetorical theory of intelligence might help to 

address many of the epistemological problems that the intelligence community 

currently faces.   
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Chapter One: Politics in the Intelligence Community 

 Just after I left my job as an intelligence analyst at the National Ground 

Intelligence Center, I visited the University of Michigan in my first step towards figuring 

out where I would be attending graduate school.  In between the English Department’s 

recruitment activities, I watched CNN from a hotel room in Ann Arbor as the first battle 

of Fallujah, as it has come to be known, began to unfold.  Two American contractors had 

been lynched in the city—killed, their bodies dragged through the streets, the corpses 

burned and hung charred from a bridge truss for the news networks to broadcast and 

for the world to see.   

In reaction Marines were ordered to surround the city and prepare for bloody 

door-to-door fighting with those phantoms, the ever-elusive insurgents.  The images of 

siege, of young men atop armored vehicles surrounding mud-brick buildings were, for 

me, simultaneously medieval and apocalyptic—a horrifying juxtaposition of steel and 

dirt that would not end well for anyone involved.  The even bloodier than expected 

door-to-door and rooftop-to-rooftop fighting began.  It was here, March 2004, one year 

in, that the war in Iraq truly went bad.  There and here.   

 At the same time, Seymour Hersh was leading a journalistic charge in The New 

Yorker on the George W. Bush administration, alleging political malfeasance and 

manipulation of intelligence that began in the Oval Office and cascaded down through 

the entire intelligence community, allegations that trickled down and dripped into 



 48 

puddles on the desks of the lowliest intelligence rank-and-file, the desk-jockey analysts.  

As blood and dust combined in Iraq to form a military and political quagmire both there 

and here, Hersh and other, smaller journalistic voices alleged—sometimes rightly and 

sometimes wrongly—that intelligence had been politicized in the rush to war.   

Simultaneously, as I attempted to leave my career as a desk-bound spy and undertake 

another as an academic, I began to get a lot of questions. 

 The most common question, both from old friends and new acquaintances, was 

whether or not intelligence had been politicized in order to justify the war.   

 “Were people pressured to say there were weapons of mass destruction in 

Iraq?”   

The question, as we shall see, predicted the problematic logic of the “WMD 

Commission Report,” which would be released almost exactly a year later, in March 

2005.   

 I balked at the question.  Its conspiratorial allusions implicated me, even though 

the inquisitors never intended it to, personally.  But the question and all its variants also 

implicated my colleagues, many of whom I often disagreed with on matters both 

professional and political, but who I also knew to be careful, committed, intelligent and 

honest—people, in short, who I trusted, and who I knew would not tolerate any 

pressure, explicit or implicit, to misrepresent their analytical findings.  In my own 

extensive and intensely relevant experience, I had not ever observed an analyst 
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intentionally misrepresent data or otherwise politicize an intelligence product.  Nor had 

I ever observed an analyst be pressured to engage in such manipulation.   

 At stake here is what we mean by the term “politicize” and what we imagine 

people do when they take something presumed not to be political and make it political.  

This chapter will argue that while to “politicize” something is consistently thought of as 

a negative action, there is far less agreement about the term’s meaning that one might 

initially think.  Consider the global warming debate, wherein global warming believers 

and global warming deniers often accuse each other of willfully misreading scientific 

data, of “politicizing” data in order to support their perspective on the issue.  In such 

cases issues about the potential politicization of data are at the fore of the public 

debate.  However, in other situations, the possibilities of “politicization” might be much 

more shrouded.   

 Because “politicization” as a concept is slippery, even more so than it might 

initially appear, we’ll examine various definitions of the term in this chapter.  As we’ll 

see, the intelligence community has its own definitions of the concept.  At a 

fundamental level though the very verb itself, politicize, implies the possibility of the 

apolitical, positing as it does the possibility of discourse existing before or above politics.  

So, on the one hand, while many may decry the politicizing or politicization of discourse 

in certain contexts, that very yell of “foul” might imply a particular political and 

interpretive (or, alternately, hermeneutic) philosophy, one in which a given clutch of 

discourse could exist as either apolitical or political, or, if we’re inclined to be especially 
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critical of that discourse, as “politicized.”  I’m willing to speculate that, typically in 

American public discourse, to call something “politicized” is to invoke the word 

pejoratively, is to invoke an accusation that politics have been interjected somewhere 

that they don’t otherwise belong, or more than they belong. 

 The very question of whether or not a piece of discourse has been politicized is a 

fundamentally rhetorical dilemma.  After American forces failed to find weapons of 

mass destruction in Iraq, the question of whether or not the pre-invasion intelligence 

had been politicized was asked by journalists, policymakers, and ordinary citizens in very 

serious tones, with very little sense of the complexity of the question.  Unlike a question 

of verifiable fact (“Are there weapons of mass destruction in Iraq?”), the question of 

whether or not the pre-invasion intelligence was politicized is one of value or degree, 

much more difficult in nature to ever answer conclusively.  One person’s “politicized” 

will always be another person’s “objective.”  It is because individuals can look at 

precisely the same pieces of discourse and come to reasonable yet conflicting 

conclusions (“The pre-invasion intelligence was politicized.”  Or, “The pre-invasion 

intelligence was wrong, but it wasn’t wrong because it was politically manipulated.”)  

that I see the possibility of politicization as fundamentally a rhetorical dilemma.  And 

like many of the issues with which the discipline of rhetoric concerns itself, I doubt there 
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could ever be a definitive answer as to whether or not a piece of discourse has been 

politicized.11 

 The WMD Commission, as we’ll see momentarily, concludes that because no 

order was ever issued from within the George W. Bush Whitehouse to “cook” the 

intelligence in a way that would favor the invasion of Iraq, politicization could not have 

been one of the contributors to the mistaken pre-invasion intelligence.  Many have 

searched for such an order, and it hasn’t been found.  The conspiracy theories vanish 

with the absence of any supporting textual evidence.  Seven years into the war in Iraq, 

no one yet has found evidence of a Bush Administration order “from on high” 

demanding that intelligence be slanted to support the invasion.  With plenty of Bush’s 

political opponents motivated to reveal such evidence, the fact that none has arisen 

points to the unlikelihood of its existence.  In regard to the politicization of intelligence, 

there probably is no “smoking gun” to be found.   

This chapter of the dissertation begins with a discussion of the very term 

“politicization,”12 before taking stock of several popular and scholarly analyses of the 

pre-invasion intelligence.  The examples cited are not exhaustive of such inquiries, but 

are representative.  Following is an analysis of the WMD Commission’s investigation into 

                                                 
11 The exception might be in cases where blatant falsehoods have been knowingly employed to sway an 
argument.  Such cases are clearly acts committed in bad faith, and patent, though perhaps relatively rare, 
cases of politicization in their own right.   
12 “Politicized” as a concept can only exist in reference to its antecedent, “political.”  Defining what 
constitutes that which is “political” could fill a philosophic tome.  For our purposes here I define “political” 
more simply, and mean only “having to do with public policy” and imply no pejorative connotations with 
the term.   
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the possibility that the pre-invasion intelligence was “politicized,” and then some 

concluding thoughts on issues of “politicization” within the intelligence community and 

linking the intelligence community’s disavowal of politics to the theoretical position that 

Steven Mailloux describes as hermeneutic realism.   

The argument here in this chapter is parallel to the one that Dennis Lynch has 

already argued in composition studies.  Lynch, in his article “Teaching Rhetorical Values 

and the Question of Student Autonomy,” examines worries over the “politicized” 

classroom: “The question, should teachers bring their politics into the classroom, is a 

question that is vague and, in the final analysis, only useful as a scare-tactic.  It may 

sound straightforward, but it quickly dissolves into a variety of more specific possible 

interpretations” (350).  In short, Lynch doesn’t worry about teachers bringing their own 

politics into the composition classroom, so long as teachers are not politically 

manipulating their students.  Indeed, Lynch sees an impossibility in the impulse to 

separate politics and rhetorical education, for “the idea that we can or should want to 

keep politics out of the classroom has receded with the recognition that relations 

between teachers and students, between teachers and students and academic 

institutions, and between students and their future civic lives, etc., have an irreducibly 

political dimension” (351, my emphasis).   The “irreducible political dimension” means 

that in the composition classroom politics simply cannot be altogether avoided, but can 

be engaged with ethically, in ways in which students are allowed to maintain their own 

political autonomy.   
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“An appeal to the rhetorical tradition or to the function of a rhetorical 

education,” Lynch writes, “can only coexist alongside the strong request that teachers 

leave their ‘political passions’ outside the classroom if the rhetorical tradition is 

assumed to be morally and politically neutral and rhetoric is itself a discursive practice 

that somehow manages to escape any particular sociopolitical embodiment” (353, 

original emphasis).  If the situation is similar in the intelligence community, and analysts 

cannot reasonably be expected to divorce themselves from their political passions, all is 

not lost, for, as in rhetoric and composition, there may be ethical and institutional ways 

to accept “the irreducible political dimension” of intelligence analysis without politics 

corrupting the intelligence community’s analytical products.  Importantly, Lynch 

recognizes that there is a risk in blindly denying the political dimension of rhetorical 

education: 

to disregard the social and political values inherent in the practice of 

rhetoric, though possible in discreet situations, will, if universalized and 

consistently carried out, undermine the very activity in question by 

destroying the conditions—the framework, institutional and otherwise—

that supports it and gives it a serious place in our daily lives. (368) 

There might be similar risks in attempting to banish politics from intelligence analysis, 

which because it directly informs policy decisions, has also an irreducibly political 

dimension.  That political dimension though should not throw the intelligence 

community into any disrepute—there is nothing wrong with simply being political, while 
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there is something quite wrong, as there is in the rhetoric classroom, with being 

politically manipulative.  By denying its own political nature, the intelligence community 

may make short term gains in credibility with some of the policymakers it serves. But at 

the same time, the intelligence community might run the risk of compromising its long-

term credibility, and indeed at the ultimate risk of undermining its entire mission.   

 We see from Lynch’s article that rhetoric and composition has had to deal with a 

very similar issue to the one with which the intelligence community currently deals, the 

role of politics in its work.  Rhetoric and composition have been largely successful in 

negotiating that problem, largely due to people like Lynch, and maybe their successful 

strategies offer some options to the intelligence community.  Instead of attempting to 

expel politics from the intelligence community wholesale—an impossible task—perhaps 

some of the strategies used by rhetoric and composition teachers of acknowledging the 

political dimension of their work without imposing their political wills upon students, 

offer a more viable model for preventing political pollution in intelligence production 

than the intelligence community’s current model does. 

 

What is Politicization?   

Political theorist David Held writes that, “We cannot escape an involvement in 

politics, although many people seek to do so.  Whether one explicitly acknowledges 

adherence to a political perspective or not, our activities presuppose a particular 

framework of state and society that does direct us” (295).  Held’s point is not too hard 
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to grasp—politics and policy are inextricable.  If one wishes to influence policy, one has 

to get involved in politics.  Moreover, if you care about policy, you’ve begun to think 

politically.  One can’t avoid politics, Held is arguing, because ours is a fundamentally 

political world.  Importantly, that’s not an inherently negative thing, Held would agree.  

What he argues, that “we cannot escape an involvement in politics,” might be true in 

language broadly, and in the intelligence community particularly.  Held’s claim—that all 

activities are political in some sense—implies the possibility of a political role for the 

intelligence community which that community has repeatedly and explicitly rejected.   

 In their book Strategic Intelligence for American National Security (1989), 

political scientists Bruce Berkowitz and Allan Goodman point out that the increasingly 

interwoven relationship between policymakers and the intelligence community 

has dragged the intelligence community into what are not really 

questions about intelligence methods or the quality of data but questions 

of policy.  Not only is intelligence poorly suited for settling such political 

questions; using intelligence in such contexts can endanger sources and 

methods and thus actually lead to the loss of the intelligence necessary 

for an informed consideration of the issues. (28)  

In what is their only explicit reference to issues of politicization in Strategic Intelligence, 

Berkowitz and Goodman are operating under the assumption that addressing “political 

questions” risks, by implication and logical extension, “politicizing” intelligence, risks 

making intelligence production a political process, and risks the integrity of intelligence 
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methods and sources.  But what is intelligence if not a means of answering policy 

issues?  Can the intelligence community’s methods and data really be separated from 

political questions?    

 In a more recent work of theirs, Best Truth (2000), Berkowitz and Goodman 

point out that in the past, efforts to separate politics from analysis have been 

unsuccessful in preventing the skewing of intelligence.  “The assumption,” they write, 

“that analysts are objective has often provided analysts the opportunity to pass off 

opinions as facts.  This has been especially true when analysts had strong views of their 

own about U.S. policy, or at least intelligence that might shape U.S. policy” (97).  They 

note that “isolating analysts *from policymakers+ in the wont of the traditional model 

merely prevents a wider audience from scrutinizing judgments that may have been 

politicized” (97).   For Berkowitz and Goodman addressing “political questions” leads to 

politicization, but isolating analysts from policymakers also cannot curb politicization: 

“Ironically, some of the features of the traditional model [for preventing politicization] 

have facilitated, not curbed politicization” (97).  It was the traditional model that 

Berkowitz and Goodman originally advocated in Strategic Intelligence for American 

National Security.  They appear to have changed their opinion, and to have begun 

advocating for a different model.   

Politicization, Berkowitz and Goodman imply, already occurs.  As a solution they 

propose a new model, “a networked, decentralized intelligence community [that] is 

more likely to allow dissenting views to survive” (97).  But the intelligence community is 
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already decentralized, almost hopelessly so.  The 9/11 Commission Report (in pages 407-

416) and the “WMD Commission Report” (in pages 311-350) both call for increased 

centralization of the intelligence community, largely because the community is not a 

connected network, not really a community: “Today’s Intelligence Community is not a 

‘community’ in any meaningful sense.  It is a loose confederation of 15 separate 

intelligence agencies” (“WMD Commission Report” 311).  Berkowitz and Goodman are 

asking for a difficult thing, an intelligence community that is physically and intellectually 

dispersed, but that at the same time retains the ethos of a community, operating in 

cooperation.  So far, we’ve only been successful in dispersing the intelligence 

community, but not in having it still function as a community.  Importantly, Berkowitz 

and Goodman provide two important pieces of evidence to this study: first, that the 

traditional intelligence community strategy for preventing politicization has been to 

simply isolate analysts from policymakers; and second, that the model has not worked.  

While the network alternative Berkowitz and Goodman propose has yet to be perfected, 

as the war in Iraq testifies, their opinion has changed.  They have abandoned the old 

model for preventing politicization in favor of an alternative.  But they are political 

scientists, and not intelligence analysts, and a question remains as to whether or not the 

intelligence community itself has become invested in a new model for preventing 

“politicization.”   

 Much more recently, Jennifer Sims, an intelligence expert and faculty member in 

the Security Studies Program at Georgetown University, has argued in her essay 
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“Understanding Ourselves” that direct policymaker involvement in the supervision of 

intelligence production potentially “increases the risks that intelligence will be 

politicized as analysts seek to hitch their stars to a particular bureaucratic high-flyer and 

his favored policy outcomes” (42).  The scenario Sims worries about would indeed prove 

grim, with analysts’ careerism, rather than data or responsible analysis, driving policy 

decisions.  Sims goes even further though, arguing that the secretive nature of the 

intelligence community creates an environment of institutional conservatism that slants 

readings of intelligence data to coincide with the readings of national political leaders.  

“Competitive and iterative policy formulation,” Sims writes, “encourages policymakers 

singly and as a group to limit those who have access to the best information” (42).  This 

dynamic results in “biasing the system against new intelligence users or those 

policymakers low down in the bureaucratic hierarchy” (42).  Of less powerful 

intelligence producers and consumers, who are more likely to hold dissenting opinions 

on a piece of intelligence “The *intelligence+ system tends to be conservative and biased 

against them” (42).  Clearly, scholars of the intelligence community are concerned about 

the relationship between policymaking (politics) and analysis.   

 An intelligence community insider, Jan Goldman, professor of strategic warning 

and threat management at the Joint Military Intelligence College, has offered his own 

definitions regarding politicization in his recently published Words of Intelligence: A 

Dictionary.  He defines “policy bias” as “Development of analysis to fit established 

objectives in support of an existing policy or the implementation of a new policy; also 
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known as ‘finding the facts to fit the conclusion’ ” (109).  “Politicization,” Goldman also 

explains in his reference book, is “Any intelligence or analysis that is developed to meet 

the conclusions or key judgments that have already been predetermined to support 

policy” (110).  Those two definitions overlap almost entirely, but they don’t give us 

much information about how to recognize such a phenomenon when it occurs.  

Importantly, Goldman’s definitions don’t make the distinctions between “politicization” 

and “bias” that, as we’ll see later in this chapter, the WMD Commission did. 

   Of the British contributions to the pre-invasion intelligence on Iraq generated in 

2002 and 2003, British political scientists L.V. Scott and Peter Jackson write in “Journeys 

in Shadows” that “in this instance, intelligence was clearly employed to gain public 

support for government policy rather than as a guide for policy makers” (11).  Further, 

Scott and Jackson contend that “Intelligence information was selected and presented in 

such a way as to emphasize the need to deal forcefully with the Iraqi regime” (11).  Both 

go on to remind readers that “the closer the relationship between intelligence 

assessment and policy making, the greater the likelihood that the whole process will 

become politicised *sic+” (11).  While Scott and Jackson entertain the possibility that the 

Iraq WMD intelligence represents a case of politicization, and cite British authorities 

who have alleged as much, they stop just short of accusing such themselves.   

“All this means,” Scott and Jackson continue, “that we *scholars+ need to 

evaluate critically this image of the intelligence official as apolitical interpreter of the 

real world for political decision makers” (12).  Scott and Jackson’s warning here 
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indicates several things: first, that the image of the intelligence analyst as apolitical is a 

common one; and second, that such an assumption is potentially dangerous to the 

integrity of intelligence analysis.  In some ways then, studies of the intelligence 

community that are generated from the outside, and that treat skeptically well-

established notions about the objectivity of intelligence analysts have a certain 

credibility that studies generated from within the closely policed intelligence community 

never could.  But, “An uncritical acceptance of the official or semi-official 

representations of the intelligence process as singularly free of ideological assumptions 

and political biases leaves the intelligence scholar open to the familiar charge that she 

or he is merely legitimising [sic] and perpetuating the ideology of the state” Scott and 

Jackson write (12).   

Scholars Roger George and James Bruce also indicate the intelligence 

community’s consistent and legitimate worry over the problem of politicization, writing 

that the “characterization of analysis as policy neutral greatly oversimplifies a more 

complicated and subtle problem often referred to as the politicization of intelligence” 

(10).  Former intelligence professional John McLaughlin points out that when 

intelligence analysts interact with policymakers “it is also where an analytic profession 

that strives for objectivity, civility, thoroughness, and balance is likely to meet up with 

the more jarring qualities--urgency, impatience with nuance or equivocation, and, yes, 

sometimes even politics” (71).  McLaughlin seems to be, as many do, using the word 

“politics” in a pejorative sense.   
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Finally, Richard Kerr has a simultaneously realistic and curiously unworried 

perspective on issues of politicization.  “Politicization,” he writes, “though a constant 

concern for analysts, turns out to be a fairly rare occurrence—but one that grabs the 

headlines during any major policy dispute” (51).  Kerr seems almost nonchalant about 

the possibility of policymakers skewing the presentation of intelligence analyses, writing 

that “Logically, intelligence analysis should serve as the basis for major judgments on 

the most important matters of state; hence, it is no surprise that policymakers often 

wish to construe intelligence in the most positive light possible” (51).  Kerr is almost 

entirely unique in the publicly available intelligence literature in even acknowledging the 

link between intelligence and matters of political policymaking.   

Importantly, while no one yet has discovered a Bush Administration order to 

slant the pre-invasion intelligence, it is well documented how Vice-President Dick 

Cheney and his staff took an unusually active role in overseeing the production of that 

intelligence.   Investigative journalist Seymour Hersh reported in his article “The 

Stovepipe” that “As the *PR+ campaign against Iraq intensified, a former aid to Cheney 

told me, the Vice-President’s office, run by his chief of staff, Lewis (Scooter) Libby, 

became increasingly selective when it came to intelligence about Iraq’s W.M. D.s.” 

(paragraph 12).  This seems to be one of the scenarios that Sims fears.  Even silent 

oversight by a politician who is actively and publicly agitating for war—like Cheney’s 

office was—seems likely to influence how intelligence analysts read raw intelligence 

data, even if only at unconscious levels.   
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 Berkowitz and Goodman, Sims, Goldman, and Scott and Jackson are 

representative of the scholars and intelligence professionals who, quite nobly and 

justifiably, fear the consequences of an intelligence bureaucracy beholden to the whims 

of elected officials, many of whom would no doubt marshal the intelligence community 

to execute their own political policies if ever given the opportunity.  As Berkowitz and 

Goodman indicate, the intelligence community’s response has been to simply attempt 

to partition analysts from policymakers and to preach against the evils of politicization.  

Such a wholesale expulsion of politics from intelligence is impossible though.  That 

politics are impossible to expel from our utterances, from all that we speak and write, 

has not stopped the intelligence community from trying.  The result is that any explicit 

connection between intelligence products and political outcomes is viewed suspiciously 

in the intelligence community.  And yet, wouldn’t we justifiably expect for all 

intelligence community products to be linked, often quite explicitly, to policy outcomes?  

Could a contributor to the pre-invasion intelligence on Iraqi WMDs in the fall of 2002 

really have viewed his or her contributions as anything but political?   

Let me step back for a moment and treat with even more care the very idea of 

“politicization.”  As I hope Held makes clear, the fear of politicization stems from a 

mistrust of politics more generally.  Why such a mistrust of politics in the first place?  

Like the popular, pejorative use of the word “rhetoric” (“That’s just rhetoric,” one 

politician might say to another), to say that something is political, or even worse in our 

popular parlance, to say that something is politicized is to condemn the utterance.  “We 
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need to reflect” political theorist David Held also writes, “on why for so many people 

the fact that something is a recognizably ‘political’ statement is almost enough to bring 

it instantly into disrepute” (295).  Indeed.  Held is describing here the reaction that 

incites the intelligence community to, as we’ve already begun to see, disavow having 

any political stance or perspective attached to its work, a disavowal that, ironically 

enough, is quite political in and of itself. 

Standard definitions don’t typically capture the pejorative nature of the word 

“politicize.”  For instance, the Oxford English Dictionary defines “politicize” only as “to 

engage in or talk about politics” and, secondarily, “to make political.”  If our notion of 

what “political” is are not pejorative, then neither are these definitions of “politicize.  

However, the word is frequently invoked in contemporary discourse to imply 

wrongdoing.  In recent comments about conservative criticisms of President Barack 

Obama’s handling the tragic earthquake in Haiti, former President George W. Bush 

chided the conservative critics for “politicizing” the disaster imploring that “We've got to 

deal with the desperation. And there ought to be no politicization of that” (“Bush”).  The 

former president clearly implies that “politicization” is a bad thing, that it interferes with 

the need to help Haiti out of its disaster.  The connotations of the word in this context 

are clearly pejorative.  So, in popular usage, “politicization” seems to carry somewhat 

obstructionist or sinister connotations.   

In his book Rhetorical Power Steven Mailloux explains the hermeneutic (or, 

interpretive) position that such a political perspective, in which the inherent connection 
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between discourse and political motives is denied, either arises from or is affiliated with: 

“Traditionalists want to preserve a foundationalist theory that can separate the political 

from the ethical, the epistemological from the aesthetic” (168).  So, those who seek to 

maintain the upkeep of the fictional wall between the political and much of discourse 

are foundationalist and traditionalist, and institutionally conservative.  This is the 

position that Mailloux describes as hermeneutic realism.  “Without theoretical 

foundations,” Mailloux continues, “we have interpretive relativism, which leads 

inevitably to the political pollution of these autonomous areas of inquiry, ending in 

might making right” (168).   

The hermeneutic realist insistence on separating that which is perceived as 

political from the act of interpretation in an “autonomous area of inquiry” like the 

intelligence community, is born, ironically enough, of an impulse to prevent “political 

pollution,” to prevent “politicization.”  Mailloux sees this hermeneutic realism as a futile 

exercise though, one that only masks “political pollution.”  “What I am arguing,” he 

writes, “is that such foundationalist theories are both unnecessary and impossible”  and 

that “Rhetorical politics is inseparable from hermeneutics, and by necessary extension 

from ethics, epistemology, and aesthetics as well” (168).   

Fears of political pollution, fears of politicization, fears of politics taken too far, 

fears of politics wielding some undue influence over inquiry, are fundamental to the 
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theoretical foundationalism of hermeneutic realism.13  In describing hermeneutic 

realism, Mailloux is speaking broadly, addressing the interpretive (hermeneutic) 

practices of humanistic inquiry.  Because it engages in a very similar sort of inquiry and 

epistemological enterprise, Mailloux’s critique also might apply to the intelligence 

community, which is, as it turns out, might be a community deeply invested in a 

hermeneutic realist view of the world.   

So, if Mailloux’s assertion is correct—and I believe it is—then those who fear 

“political pollution” (i.e., politicization), fear it for laudable reasons.  Such fears are 

grounded in a not unreasonable worry that people in positions of power will use their 

political influence to force upon others their own political goals, or will overstep their 

authority.  Certainly a political “might making right” environment is to be discouraged in 

a deliberative democracy, where we hope that, even if we did grant that all discourse is 

politically motivated to varying degrees (and not all of us do grant such a premise), 

evidence and reason will play a substantial and primary role in political decision-making.  

Quite rightly, Mailloux also posits that the conservatism of hermeneutic realists is very 

much a reaction against the perceived threats of an epistemological relativism.  Of the 

rhetorical hermeneutic alternative to hermeneutic realism, Mailloux writes that “Certain 

traditionalists in hermeneutics and conservatives in politics will worry about its 

                                                 
13 There are many descriptions of and terms for this phenomenon.  I have simply chosen to use 
Mailloux’s, finding his the most useful of any that I have thus far encountered. 
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purported relativism and anarchic nihilism, claiming that in such a theory anything goes 

and all is permitted” (168).   

Mailloux explicitly connects those who yearn for the impossible separation of 

politics and intellectual inquiry to traditionalism and foundationalism and political 

conservatism through his definition of hermeneutic realism.  Given that connection, we 

might expect for those who seek to deny the inherently political nature of language (in 

this case in intelligence analysis) to be operating also from traditionalist, foundationalist, 

conservative positions.  Given also the qualities of traditionalism and foundationalism 

that Mailloux aligns with hermeneutic realism, the prospect of “politicization” in an 

epistemological endeavor would be most surprising and threatening to those individuals 

and institutions that operate with some form of hermeneutic realism as their 

hermeneutic lens.  We’ll return to hermeneutic realism and its implications for 

intelligence analysis later in this chapter.    

For the moment, our understanding of whether or not the pre-invasion 

intelligence was or was not “politicized” hinges on competing definitions of the words 

“political” and “politicization,” definitions offered by the intelligence community itself, 

by former intelligence professionals (such as Sims, which we’ve already encountered), 

by social scientists (such as Berkowitz and Goodman, also already presented), by federal 

investigative commissions (to be examined later in this chapter), and ultimately by 

myself (we’re getting there).  At the outset of this attempt to come to an understanding 

of the term “politicization,” we need to differentiate between the “political” and the 
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“politicized.”  In popular usage at least, to say that something is political may indeed be 

damning, as Held points out, but certainly damning is the accusation that something is 

or has been politicized.  To politicize something, according to our popular discourse, 

implies not only the “disrepute” of an impure motive, but also the willingness to lie, 

cheat, manipulate, misrepresent, or otherwise conspire in the service of a political goal. 

To politicize discourse, in the popular context, is an act consciously and intentionally 

perpetrated.  It is to be so political as to be willing to break with the norms, 

understandings and perhaps even well-established rules of civic democratic discourse.  

It is to wield political power and guile, rather than reason and evidence, in order to force 

through political goals.   

Within the academic community, some of those who today study rhetoric and/or 

the philosophy of language might be inclined to suggest, on the other hand, that all 

discourse is political, and thus everything is politicized.  If you’re undertaking to 

determine whether or not a piece of discourse has been politicized, this perspective—

that everything is politicized—isn’t particularly helpful either.  From a rhetorical 

perspective, to say that a piece of discourse is politicized is simply to say that it is 

politically motivated, which in turn is simply to say that it is motivated, that it has an 

agenda.  The assumption in the discipline of rhetoric for over two-thousand years has 

been that more or less all discourse, if we are using an appropriately broad definition of 

the “political,” is political.  As a result, to argue that something is political, or, more 

pejoratively, politicized, is probably passé within the field of rhetoric, and not 
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particularly informative on any critical level.  As a rhetorical concept, the idea of 

“politicization” is initially just not very useful for any analytical purposes.  The word is 

simply a pejorative version of political, invoked typically in popular discourse when one 

is up against a politics that they personally disagree with.  Because many scholars of 

rhetoric are not inclined to see politically motivated language as in any way 

extraordinary or inherently problematic, an observation within academic discourse that 

something has been politicized is likely to be received as a trite observation.   

“Politicization” as a concept in popular discourse remains important though.  

Even if the concept is difficult to define, the fact that it has rhetorical stakes and effects 

in popular discourse is undeniable.  One need not watch a cable news channel for very 

long to hear an anchor or guest invoke the word “politicization” or one of its variants, 

and for another anchor or guest to argue back against the accusation that the word 

amounts to.  We might then think of politicization as a commonplace or topos in popular 

discourse.  So, what does the word amount to, what is the popular commonplace?   

There seems to be an expectation within Western culture, and especially within 

American culture, that technical expertise (or experts) and politics (or politicians) should 

be carefully segregated from one another.  Writing in his book Think Tanks, Public 

Policy, and the Politics of Expertise, Andrew Rich characterizes this expected separation 

of politics and expertise as a historical expectation in American culture: “Experts have 

typically been thought of as neutral, credible, and above the fray of the rough and 

tumble of policy making” (2).   This impulse to separate expertise from political 
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machinations, grown from a wariness of cronyism, a wariness of ruthless self-

promoters, a wariness of all that is contemptible in contemporary politicking, is a 

simultaneously noble and democratic impulse.  But the impulse ignores many of the 

realities surrounding language and politics, realities that have been discovered 

separately by both humanists and scientists.  According to Lynch, Held, and Mailloux, we 

cannot escape politics, and in our attempt to retreat from politics, we may actually 

make ourselves more vulnerable to the very corruptions we fear most and that seem, 

wrongly, to demand the retreat in the first place.  That said, the risks of politicization, of 

politicking undertaken in bad faith, or in secrecy, are real.     

Because the risks of politicization are real, the concept or possibility of 

“politicization” can’t be dismissed simply because the term is used in popular forums 

primarily to slander political opponents, nor can it be dismissed only because previous 

rhetoricians have not yet accounted for it.  Certainly there must be some difference 

between that which is inherently political (essentially, much of human discourse, albeit 

to varying degrees) and that which is politicized (discourse that, either intentionally or 

inadvertently, is skewed unreasonably by one’s political convictions).  To be clear, the 

assertion here is that fundamentally most discourse is political, especially discourse 

related to public policy outcomes, like the discourse produced by the intelligence 

community, and that the notion of the possibility of the apolitical is, in this theoretical 

moment at least, largely a debunked dream.   
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Politicized discourse—and here I begin to hash out my own definition of the 

term—is something in language or action that misrepresents verifiable facts in the 

service of political convictions, whether such misrepresentation is carried out 

intentionally or inadvertently.  “Misrepresentation,” “verifiable facts,” and “in the 

service of political convictions” are the crux of my own definition, combining to separate 

the merely political from the politicized.  I am willing to surmise that many Americans, 

when the word “political” is invoked, hear something worse, that they hear or jump to 

the idea of “politicization.”  The distinction between the political and the politicized is 

complicated but necessary.  Any distinction between the two is in one sense a 

rhetorically constructed fabrication, but in another sense people do in popular practice 

differentiate between the two, between the political and the politicized.  And the 

accusation that certain pieces of discourse have been politicized remains a damning 

one.  Whether a given text has been politicized, or simply exists as political, will always 

be an open question though, always subject to debate, always open to the rhetorical 

forces through which we attempt to persuade one another.   

“Political,” could and perhaps should be considered a neutral term, while the 

word “politicized” implies malfeasance, misrepresentation and misconduct. 14  The 

accusation of politicization is just that, an accusation, an assertion of wrongdoing.  

Politicization, under the definition I am offering here, is politics carried to an extreme in 

order to manipulate a target audience.  It is politics carried out in bad faith, in order to 

                                                 
14 See Patricia Roberts-Miller pages 28-31 for of discussion of “neutral terms.” 
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hijack an argument or circumvent long-standing rules or norms governing discourse and 

debate within a given context.  It is an irresponsible effort to obscure political agendas 

in an effort to influence others.  Politicization goes beyond the political and in some 

contexts could even become criminal.  Critically—this can’t be emphasized enough—

while politicization may often be carried out intentionally, it need not be intentional in 

order to occur, and it can be initiated either by individuals or collective groups.  Former 

national intelligence officer Paul Pillar has stated publicly, and specifically in reference 

to the intelligence on Iraqi WMDs that “in my experience, the great majority of cases of 

actual politicization—successful politicization—are invariably subtle” (cited in Prados).  

But try as we might to define it, what constitutes “politicization” in a given context will 

still always to some extent be up for rhetorical grabs, despite Pillar’s testimony and 

Goldman’s definitions.   

Given our cultural conflation of politics (a neutral term) and politicization (a 

pejorative term), the inclination to disavow politics and the political across the board is 

understandable, and perhaps even sometimes arises from noble motives.  Held 

recognizes the common impulse to disavow politics: 

Politics is frequently associated today with self-seeking behaviour, 

hypocrisy and ‘public-relations’ activity geared to selling policy packages.  

The problem with this view is that, while it is quite understandable, the 

difficulties of the modern world will not be solved by surrendering 

politics, but only by the development and transformation of ‘politics’ in 
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ways that will enable us more effectively to shape and organize human 

life. (295) 

If we can accept Held’s proposition here, and break the association between the 

political and its cynical connotations, in exchange for more productive notions, then we 

might stand a better chance of not repeating the mistakes that led our nation to war in 

Iraq.  

The “development and transformation” of politics that Held seeks is far easier to 

accept though than it is to enact.  It is an undeniably tricky balance to at once 

acknowledge the political nature of discourse, and at the same time to seek to prevent 

the outright political manipulation, the ideology of “might makes right,” the 

politicization, that so often occurs even in liberal democracies.  Still another trap would 

be to fall into an unredeemable relativism in which, having acknowledged the political 

nature of all discourse, our federal bureaucracies and public institutions fracture upon 

explicitly partisan lines to engage in open political war, à la the early 19th Century and its 

culture of political patronage, or the era of Yellow Journalism, to name but two 

domestic historical examples.   

However, denying the political nature of inherently political spheres, like those 

occupied by the intelligence community, may leave us at risk of not recognizing politics 

when it does rear up, may in short, lead us to deliberate in ways that are naïve or ill-

informed.  By unreasonably demanding that experts, such as intelligence analysts, 

somehow remain impossibly above politics, we actually set the perfect conditions in 
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which to breed the pathogens of confirmation bias and groupthink, two chronic 

maladies that already stalk the intelligence community’s epistemological undertakings 

(Gosler 117). 

In Held’s words, “We do not have the option of ‘no politics’ ” (295).  Nor, do I 

think, would we actually want such an option.  We might, however, have some stake in 

rooting out politicization—politics carried out in bad faith, whether intentionally or 

not—in discourse communities like the intelligence community, which we fantasize as 

politically neutral but condemn as criminally political (i.e., politicized) when they do 

something that we personally don’t like.   

Like many political theorists, I’m not comfortable with asserting a false binary 

between the possibility of a discourse that is apolitical, or its opposite, which is political 

or, if we really want to invoke opprobrium, politicized.  Indeed, I am personally 

suspicious of the possibility of the apolitical, of the possibility that discourse could ever 

even exist without being situated within one or several political contexts, and without 

being politically motivated.   

 

Allegations of Politicization in the Pre-Invasion Intelligence 

 In 2004, recently separated from my intelligence career, my trust in my 

colleagues and my awareness of the already obviously misbegotten intelligence that had 

precipitated the war in Iraq, which my colleagues and I had contributed to, left me 

occupying an uncomfortable space, feeling both innocent and guilty.  At that time I was 
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only able to conceive of politicization as something intentional, as something 

consciously perpetrated.  Like popular commentators who tend to view politicization as 

only consciously perpetrated, I did not consider that institutional cultures or 

epistemological methodologies could themselves enable much subtler forms of 

politicization.   

As the war in Iraq worsened in 2004, the public and the journalists educating the 

public began sniffing around for a scapegoat, at the same time that the “blue-ribbon” 

WMD Commission undertook its own investigation into pre-war intelligence.  

Competing notions of the political, of politicization, and of the appropriateness of both 

within intelligence work have played a role in that scapegoating, scapegoating that has 

tended to break along the lines of political affiliation.  Those of a Liberal bent have 

tended to blame the corrupted pre-war intelligence on a politicization of intelligence 

carried out by the Bush Administration, which, according to the Liberal logic, then 

unduly influenced a bumbling and corruptible CIA.15  Those of the Conservative wing 

have tended to blame the incompetence of the intelligence community for the faulty 

pre-war intelligence, thereby dismissing (in their own minds) the possibility of 

politicization and exculpating the Bush Administration, which, according to their logic, 

                                                 
15 Popular commentators tend to equate the CIA and the intelligence community, when in fact the CIA is 
only one, albeit the most famous, component of the intelligence community.  Heretofore, I use the term 
“intelligence community” while many of the popular writers I cite may use the terms “CIA” and 
“intelligence community” with varying degrees of interchangeability and consistency. When I refer to the 
CIA, I am referring to that agency specifically.  At all other times I will use different intelligence agency 
names or the term “intelligence community,” which refers to the confederation of all sixteen federal 
intelligence agencies.   See the introduction for a more thorough discussion of this problem.   
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was simply acting in good faith on bad information that it was not responsible for 

producing.16   

In the aftermath of the intelligence community’s failure to accurately assess the 

presence of weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, few journalists, public intellectuals or 

scholars have distinguished between errors of commission and omission within the 

intelligence community, that is, have not distinguished between knowing political 

manipulation and, well, incompetence.  Meanwhile, federal investigators, like the WMD 

Commission, may have made too great a distinction between knowing manipulation 

(“politicization”) and incompetence (“poor analytic tradecraft”).17  The distinctions are 

important, not so much for how we assign blame but for how we avoid a reprise of the 

militarily, politically, economically, and spiritually disastrous war in Iraq.  

 Seven years after the start of the war, relatively little scholarly attention has 

been devoted to a rhetorical understanding of how our nation was drawn into a 

misinformed “military adventure,” as Thomas Ricks has dubbed the war in Iraq in the 

subtitle of his exhaustively researched book Fiasco: The American Military Adventure in 

Iraq.  That is to say, by “rhetorical” I mean in this case that little scholarly attention has 

                                                 
16 In some ways this is a very odd argument.  By legal definition, the entire US intelligence community and 
all of its constituent components fall under the command and purview of the Executive Branch of the 
federal government, meaning that the President is ultimately responsible for the intelligence community 
and its actions.  American tradition and much of America’s legal code—the Uniform Code of Military 
Justice, in particular—hold superiors responsible for the actions of their subordinates, which makes the 
Conservative argument that the Bush Administration was simply the victim recipient of poor intelligence a 
canard, for the Bush Administration was ultimately and directly through its chain of command, 
responsible for the production of that intelligence, in both practice and legal definition.  Though, I am no 
legal scholar.   
17 More on the WMD Commission and its distinctions in a moment.   
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been paid to the language, the public discourse, that led to war in Iraq.  However, some 

journalists, the ranks of which were complacently unquestioning of the Administration 

prior to “shock and awe” and our breach of the sand berms separating Kuwait and Iraq, 

have recently undertaken to understand how a military venture now so obviously 

unwise came to be (Drogin, Hersh, Ricks, Woodward). 18 

 Less than a year into the war, even before the bad turn in Fallujah, Seymour 

Hersh was attempting to expose the failures that led to the misleading pre-war 

intelligence.  His most thorough attempt came in an October 27th, 2003 New Yorker 

article titled “The Stovepipe” in which he largely blamed the Bush Administration’s 

meddling in the intelligence bureaucracy for the faulty pre-war intelligence.  Hersh 

concludes in “The Stovepipe” that the intelligence community’s tradecraft didn’t fail the 

nation, but rather that its tradecraft, with all of its built-in checks and balances, was 

circumvented by Bush Administrations officials (notably, Dick Cheney, Donald Rumsfeld, 

Scooter Libby, and John Bolton) who along with their staffs hijacked the intelligence 

process and took analysis of raw intelligence data upon themselves, which left them 

free to manipulate that raw intelligence for political purposes.  “The point,” Hersh states 

early in his essay, “is not that the President and his senior aides were consciously lying.  

What was taking place was much more systematic—and potentially just as 

troublesome” (76). 

                                                 
18 In the field of rhetoric, panels at major conferences such as CCCC and RSA indicate that scholarly 
interest in how intelligence was pitched to the public in order to justify the war is growing. 
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Ultimately though, Hersh does settle on a sort of conspiracy theory wherein the 

Bush Administration was directly responsible for the corrupted pre-war intelligence: 

“They *the Bush Administration+ created stovepipes to get the information they wanted 

[raw, unvetted, unconfirmed intelligence data that made a favorable case for the 

invasion] directly to the top leadership.  Their position is that the professional 

bureaucracy is deliberately and maliciously keeping information from them,” Hersh 

quotes former National Security Council expert Kenneth Pollack as saying (76).  If we 

were to map blame for the corrupted pre-war intelligence on a spectrum, Hersh would 

be at one far end of the line, placing that blame squarely and solely on the shoulders of 

the Bush Administration.   

Hersh uses his phenomenal reportorial access to convincingly argue that 

intelligence on Iraq’s WMDs was produced not by traditional intelligence community 

offices, but by the offices of John Bolton and Dick Cheney, who both side-stepped long-

established intelligence vetting practices.  I find Hersh’s allegations compelling, 

particularly because of his unparalleled access to intelligence and Bush Administration 

officials.  In terms of politicization, Hersh argues that pre-war intelligence was 

politicized, but that it was primarily politicized and manipulated by the Bush 

Administration, not by rank-and-file intelligence community analysts.  If Hersh is correct, 

then the only problem with our intelligence community is that it bent to the will of high-

ranking officials, and our misbegotten war was caused by a corrupt and bumbling 
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president, and not by anything else.  While I do find Hersh’s argument compelling, I also 

doubt that the situation is so simple.   

Like Hersh, in his book Fiasco: The American Military Adventure in Iraq, Thomas 

Ricks, Pulitzer Prize winner and the Washington Post’s senior Pentagon correspondent, 

places the vast bulk of the blame upon the Bush Administration.  This may ultimately be 

appropriate, but Ricks also does not examine the role that the intelligence community 

may have had in, either intentionally or, more likely, inadvertently, aiding and abetting 

the Bush Administration’s apparent political manipulation of intelligence.  Fellow 

Pulitzer winner and Washington Post writer Bob Woodward offers a similar perspective 

in his book about the lead-up the war, Plan of Attack.   

LA Times writer and Pulitzer winner Bob Drogin is one of relatively few 

journalists to investigate pre-war Iraq intelligence from the bottom up.  That is, to follow 

the faulty intelligence from its sources at the bottom of the intelligence hierarchy up 

through the executive branch and to the Bush Administration.  Drogin’s investigative 

reporting in Curveball: Spies, Lies, and the Con Man Who Caused a War is differentiated 

from that of Hersh, Ricks, and Woodward by its focus on the intelligence community’s 

role in the mistaken pre-war intelligence, but his analysis is quite narrowly focused on 

one human intelligence source, Curveball, who Colin Powell cited in his February 5th, 

2003 UN presentation.  Drogin does not though undertake a systematic analysis of the 

intelligence community’s role in initiating the war.   
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  Unlike popular investigators, to date the academic discipline of rhetoric has 

produced surprisingly few formal, peer-reviewed publications seeking to explain the 

rhetorical feats through which the war in Iraq was launched. One scholarly piece that 

does address, at least in part, the build-up to war from a rhetorical perspective, a 

language-focused perspective, is Barbara Biesecker’s essay “No Time for Mourning: The 

Rhetorical Production of the Melancholic Citizen-Subject in the War on Terror,” which 

was published in Philosophy and Rhetoric in 2007.  Biesecker argues for how the Bush 

Administration’s rhetoric—its public statements about September 11th, terrorism, and 

Iraq—created a public of “melancholic citizen-subjects” living in a “boundless state of 

exception,” essentially a new state of being in the US in which previously radical courses 

of political action became not only possible but seemed reasonable.  Biesecker’s article 

is one of very, very few scholarly articles to approach the Iraq war from a rhetorical 

perspective, but she, like the journalists cited, is far more focused on the Bush 

Administration’s rhetoric than on the lower-profile, but also rhetorically-oriented, 

contributions and liabilities of the intelligence community.   

 In attempting to explain the intelligence bungling that has mired our nation in 

Iraq, journalistic investigators and scholars alike have alleged a host of ethical breaches 

that I would label as “overt politicization”—politicization of intelligence data 

intentionally undertaken by politicians or intelligence professionals in order to influence 

public opinion and create public sentiment in which the pre-emptive war in Iraq would 
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be politically viable, and even widely supported by the American public, as it initially was 

in the spring of 2003.  

 My question, however, is whether intelligence assessments might have been 

politicized—if pre-war intelligence was corrupted by political agendas, and specifically 

by the neoconservative agenda calling for “preemptive” war in Iraq—by less 

conspiratorial and less overt forces, by a process or processes of inadvertent 

politicization, subtle processes of the type that Pillar refers to, made possible by the 

very analytic practices that the intelligence community relies upon to conduct its work.  

In the logic of my inquiry here, such inadvertent politicization is every bit as misleading 

and dangerous for policymakers and the nation at large (if not even more misleading 

and dangerous) as more overt politicization, even if it originates unintentionally from 

poor tradecraft or naïveté, rather than outright mendacity.   

I should re-emphasize that I am less concerned with the conduct of Bush 

Administration officials than with the work-a-day world of the intelligence community, 

the analytical realm occupied primarily by the relatively low-ranking, professional corps 

of intelligence analysts and their managers who produce the vast majority of our 

nation’s intelligence products.  If, as several federal commissions and I contend, 

intelligence was not overtly politicized at the analytical level, was it otherwise 
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inadvertently politicized at the analytical level?19  And if so, how?  The questions have, 

until now, yet to be asked.  

 My goal is certainly not to exonerate, exculpate, or otherwise absolve the Bush 

Administration of its role in initiating the war in Iraq.  I feel that the historical record has 

enough evidence in it to pass verdict on the Bush Administration’s role in initiating the 

war.  But I worry—and this is the crux of this dissertation—that the attention paid to the 

much more visible personalities of the Bush Administration may distract us from 

investigating problems that might have occurred in the faceless intelligence community, 

problems that may have enabled or been complicit in the Bush Administration’s now 

very obvious manipulation of the public’s post-9/11 fear.  While the conduct of the Bush 

Administration should be investigated, so too should the conduct of other, more 

obscure contributors to the pre-invasion intelligence.  While the Bush Administration is 

now out of power, our intelligence community, a bureaucratic institution, and any 

problems it may host remain in place.   

 If at this point I seem a particularly unobjective observer of both the Bush 

Administration and the intelligence community, it’s because I am not objective.  This 

dissertation also takes as a given that we are all driven by political motivations and 

convictions, and that it is better to be honest about those convictions with our 

audiences than to attempt to obscure those convictions, or vainly attempt to suspend 

                                                 
19 Any form of politicization, whether overt or inadvertent, can reasonably be assumed to skew 
intelligence, and subtle, ideological skewing at least begins to explain how pre-war intelligence could have 
been so wrong while appearing to be so right.   
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them.  I do not expect the intelligence community, nor myself, to conduct inquiry that is 

magically insulated from politics.  Instead, I expect for intelligence community analysts 

to interrogate one another’s assumptions and allegiances, vigorously, just as I expect for 

readers to challenge my own.   

 

The “Public Statements Report” and the “WMD Commission Report” 

So-called “blue ribbon” commission reports are critical to understanding pivotal 

moments in bureaucratic discourse.  Rhetorician Christopher Eisenhart’s essay 

“Reporting Waco: The Constitutive Work of Bureaucratic Style” provides a recent, 

rhetorically informed (in the sense of, informed by the discipline of rhetoric) 

characterization of the genre of federal commission reports, in addition to its discussion 

of two specific reports stemming from the Waco Standoff in 1993. “In the wake of highly 

public and controversial events,” Eisenhart writes, “American government institutions 

such as congressional committees, agencies, and presidential commissions often 

generate a staggering volume of reporting, hearings, and accounting” (58).  While the 

volume of texts and transcripts such official inquiries create is vast, perhaps more 

important is how their access to government, far beyond that of private citizens, is used 

to compile and consolidate information and texts from the far corners of government 

into a central location or narrative. 

Most important though is the public function that such commissions and their 

final, polished reports are intended to perform.  “Government hearings and reports,” 
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Eisenhart continues, “enter into climates of public contention over a disputed past, 

attempting to create rhetorical presence for certain aspects of an event while 

simultaneously silencing others” (59, original emphasis).  Not surprisingly, “As in other 

accounting for or commemoration of a controversial event, some voices are given 

priority over others” (59).  Blue ribbon reports, “often framed within a mandate of 

‘providing a full account’ of what went wrong, are constitutive forces attempting to 

render a controversial event as a more univocal icon in public discourse” (59).   

The situation is no different with the “WMD Commission Report.”  The “WMD 

Commission Report” was written by a commission that was only convened because 

something “went wrong,” and it attempts to provide the final word on the pre-invasion 

intelligence and the public suspicions surrounding that intelligence, including the 

specific suspicion that the intelligence may have been politicized by Bush Administration 

officials and/or their sympathizers within the intelligence community.  Specifically, the 

WMD Commission was convened to investigate what went wrong in the October 2002 

National Intelligence Estimate (NIE).  The October 2002 NIE was a collaboratively written 

intelligence assessment that supported Bush Administration assertions about weapons 

of mass destruction in Iraq.  More than any other intelligence community generated 

document, it precipitated the invasion of Iraq.  And it turns out to have been almost 

universally wrong in its assertions, one of the least accurate National Intelligence 

Estimates on record (Diamond 423).   
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Governmental commission reports, like the “WMD Commission Report,” are 

intended to conclude the controversies surrounding public events, usually disasters of 

humankind’s making, and to quiet or confirm any rumors of wrongdoing that may be 

circulating around the events.  In all cases, the intention of these public inquiries is 

pragmatic and directed towards moving forward, towards an understanding of the past 

that will prevent the repetition of grave mistakes.  Such reports are written almost 

always in the wake of a large-scale failure or disaster; very rarely are commission 

reports composed in order to document, promote, or understand a public success story.  

In this section we examine the two highest-profile reports dealing with the possible 

politicization of prewar intelligence, the “Public Statements Report” and the “WMD 

Commission Report.” 

 In June of 2008 the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence (SSCI), controlled by 

a slim Democratic senatorial majority, released its “Report on Whether Public 

Statements Regarding Iraq by U.S. Government Officials Were Substantiated by 

Intelligence Information.”20  The “Public Statements Report,” as I’ll call it, 

“concentrate*s+ on the statements that were central to the nation’s decision to go to 

war” (1).  The committee identified five such statements: Vice President Cheney’s 

August 26, 2002 speech to the Veterans of Foreign Wars National Convention; President 

Bush’s September 12, 2002 statement before the United Nations General Assembly; 

                                                 
20 The SSCI is the Senate committee charged with overseeing the intelligence community, a broad 
mandate that affords the committee tremendous political power.   
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President Bush’s October 7, 2002 speech in Cincinnati, Ohio; President Bush’s January 

28, 2003 State of the Union address; and, Secretary of State Powell’s February 5, 2003 

speech to the United Nations Security Council (1).   

The purpose of the committee’s investigation is contained entirely within the 

title of its report—to determine whether or not pre-invasion Bush Administration claims 

to the American public about the state and scope of Iraqi WMD programs were or were 

not supported by intelligence community documents, research, and opinions.  Note that 

the “Public Statements Report” does not undertake to analyze the accuracy of the pre-

invasion intelligence generated by the intelligence community, but instead only seeks to 

determine whether or not Bush Administration statements to the public about Iraq 

were consistent with the information that the Administration was receiving from the 

intelligence community in the lead-up to war.   

 In addition to its analytical comparison of these five speeches by Bush, Cheney, 

and Powell to the intelligence that was available at the time, the “Public Statements 

Report” arrives at sixteen conclusions as to whether or not Bush Administration officials 

misrepresented (i.e., politicized, though the Public Statements Report does not invoke 

the actual word) intelligence to the American and global public.  Of those sixteen 

conclusions, six (Conclusions 4, 6, 12, 14, 15, 16) find that the administration did 

misrepresent intelligence data to the public, while ten (Conclusions 1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 8, 9, 10, 
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11, 13) find that the administration did not misrepresent intelligence data.  It is the ten 

that should concern us most. 21   

 While the six instances of misrepresentation are certainly deeply problematic, 

and entirely unacceptable in a liberal democracy, they are beyond the purview of this 

chapter.  Lies and liars are relatively easy to deal with.  When we identify them, we can 

blame them, ensure that the perpetrators are not reelected, and move on.  Or not, as it 

were.  It is a simple matter of character, theirs and ours.  Even more problematic from a 

public policy standpoint is when an entire system, like that of the intelligence 

community, operates in presumably good faith and still arrives at such horribly wrong 

conclusions.  In ten instances the Bush Administration made statements about Iraqi 

WMDs that we now know to be false.  Equally disturbing is that the intelligence 

community originated all ten of the falsehoods that the Bush Administration gave public 

voice to.  We cannot blame these ten instances of grossly mistaken assertion on the 

Bush Administration, but must look instead for their origins in the intelligence 

bureaucracy.   

The intelligence that led to war in Iraq was a series of horribly wrong 

conclusions. That same intelligence directly informed the ten instances in which the 

Bush Administration promoted a reading of the WMD in Iraq that we now know to have 

been entirely wrong, but a reading that, because it was based on evidence and 

                                                 
21 Three of these Conclusions (5, 7 and 13) included caveats indicating that while the Administration’s 
claims were substantiated by available intelligence, the Administration overstated the intelligence 
community’s respective positions.   
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arguments provided by the intelligence community rank-and-file, appears to have been 

made by the Bush Administration in good faith (a point that has been lost on many of 

the Administration’s political opponents).  So, in at least ten out of sixteen instances, a 

partisan, Democrat-controlled Senate committee found that the Republican Bush 

Administration did not misrepresent intelligence data to the public during the lead-up to 

war in Iraq. Instead, the mistaken allegations came from data fed to the Bush 

Administration by the intelligence community.   

In an addendum to the “Public Statements Report,” Democratic Senator John 

Rockefeller writes that “As the report details, *Bush+ Administration statements prior to 

the war often reflected the reporting of the Intelligence Community, even when the 

judgments underlying the reporting were based on flawed analysis or false information” 

(91).  The adversative structure of Rockefeller’s statement is odd.  If the intelligence 

community misinformed President Bush because “the judgments underlying the 

reporting were based on flawed analysis or false information,” how would the 

Administration have known otherwise?  It is the intelligence community’s responsibility 

to provide that intelligence to the president.  What’s odd is not that in at least ten 

instances the President’s office invoked mistaken information relayed to it by the 

intelligence community.  The office of the President should be able to trust the 

information it receives from the intelligence community.  What’s odd is that the 

intelligence community was wrong on ten out of the sixteen points that the SSCI 

investigated.   
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We must then look at the pre-invasion intelligence, and from a rhetorically 

informed perspective ask, why was it wrong?  And, in the purview of this chapter, we 

must ask, was the intelligence itself politicized before it was even relayed to senior Bush 

Administration officials?  If the answer is “no,” then we have eliminated one possible 

source of the misbegotten intelligence and narrowed down the problem.  If the answer 

is “yes,” then there is a more insidious form of politicization persisting within our 

intelligence bureaucracy, one which we have to assume did not depart the halls of our 

intelligence facilities when the Bush Administration left the White House.   

The federal government’s investigation of the accuracy of the pre-invasion 

intelligence is collected in a single, exhaustive volume.  On March 31st, 2005, the 

Commission on the Intelligence Capabilities of the United States Regarding Weapons of 

Mass Destruction (referred to throughout this dissertation as the “WMD Commission,” 

for brevity’s sake) released its “Report to the President of the United States” (referred 

to hereafter as the “WMD Commission Report”).  The “WMD Commission Report” is 

intended to fill all of the roles that Eisenhart identifies for the genre of “blue ribbon” 

commission reports.   

Specifically, the “WMD Commission Report” analyzes the accuracy of the pre-

invasion intelligence, as well as both the nature and quality of the “tradecraft” that led 

to the compiling of that intelligence.  The WMD Commission was comprised entirely of 

officials appointed by the Bush Administration, which also gave the WMD Commission 

its mandate to investigate the nature of the faulty pre-invasion WMD intelligence at the 



 89 

analytical level, and expressly forbade the Commission from investigating the 

Administration itself (Posner 4).  In its 601 page report, the WMD Commission 

investigates the possibility that the pre-war intelligence was politicized by intelligence 

community analysts and their managers.  The “WMD Commission Report” is both the 

predecessor to and a complement to the SSCI’s “Public Statement’s Report.”  For the 

purposes of this study, the “WMD Commission Report” is the far more important text, 

for it examines the analytical culture of the intelligence community, rather than the 

integrity of the Bush Administration. 

Discussions of the possibility that the pre-invasion intelligence was politicized 

occur in three primary places within the WMD Report’s text: 1) in a letter addressed 

directly to President Bush and bound at the immediate beginning of the Report (on un-

numbered pages, preceding even the table of contents); 2) very briefly in an overview of 

the Report (pages 50-51, in one paragraph); 3) and, the most sustained discussion and 

analysis of politicization, in its “Conclusion 26” of the Report’s first chapter (pages 188-

192).  All told, the issue of politicization was important enough for the WMD 

Commission to address it directly in its brief, three-page introductory letter to the 

President (referred to earlier in this paragraph), and yet the WMD Commission’s 

discussions and analysis of the possibility of politicization comprise barely one-percent 

of the total text of the “WMD Commission Report.” 

What little text the WMD Commission does devote to its discussion of the 

possibility of politicization in pre-invasion intelligence is at first glance unambiguous, but 
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ultimately much more complex than it initially appears.  The WMD Commission claims 

that it “found no evidence of political pressure to influence the Intelligence 

Community’s pre-war assessments of Iraq’s weapons programs” (50-51).  While it does 

not elaborate, I take this to mean that the WMD Commission found no evidence that 

Bush Administration officials ordered intelligence professionals to change their 

analytical findings in order to support the Administration’s agenda of preemptive war.   

Notice though what the WMD Commission does not write.  It does not write that 

no politicization of pre-invasion intelligence occurred, hedging instead with the 

language that it “found no evidence of political pressure” (my emphasis).  Even with the 

hedge, the WMD Commission implicitly assumes that politicization occurs only when a 

conscious decision to misrepresent data is made.  It would seem then that 

“politicization” only occurs when “political pressure” is exerted intentionally, from 

superiors to subordinates.  In this definition, the possibility of less consciously executed 

“politicization” is excluded.  Also significant is the WMD Commission’s failure to 

explicitly define precisely what constitutes “political pressure” at any point in its 601-

page report.   

It seems worthwhile to attempt to ferret out what the WMD Commission means 

by the terms “politicization” and “political pressure.”  In its very first references to the 

possibility of the politicization of pre-war intelligence, in a letter addressed directly to 

President George W. Bush that introduces and accompanies its final report and that 
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appears immediately after the report’s title page, before even its table of contents, the 

WMD Commission writes: 

We conclude that the Intelligence Community was dead wrong in almost 

all of its pre-war judgments about Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction.  

This was a major intelligence failure.  Its principle causes were the 

Intelligence Community’s inability to collect good information about 

Iraq’s WMD programs, serious errors in analyzing what information it 

could gather, and a failure to make clear just how much of its analysis 

was based on assumptions, rather than good evidence.  On a matter of 

this importance, we simply cannot afford failures of this magnitude. 

(unnumbered page at beginning of report) 

Notice the tone that the WMD Commission strikes in this, the second paragraph of its 

letter to President Bush.  The language is forceful, with the word “failure” more or less 

bookending the paragraph and every descriptor for the intelligence community and its 

work a negative one; the intelligence community was “dead wrong,” committed “a 

major intelligence failure,” “serious errors” and “failures” that “we cannot afford.”  The 

failures of which the WMD Commission speaks are ascribed to an inability to collect 

“good” information, “serious errors” in analyzing the information it did have, and a 

failure to communicate precisely the assumptions upon which its work was based.22  

                                                 
22 The latter two problems described by the WMD Commission—“serious errors in analyzing” and “a 
failure to make clear just how much of its analysis was based on assumptions”—have been the impetus 
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What the WMD Commission does not accuse, here or anywhere else, is that intelligence 

was politicized or intentionally misrepresented at the analytical level.   

Not only does the WMD Commission not believe that politically motivated 

manipulations were a contributing factor to the flawed intelligence, but the WMD 

Commission goes out of its way to argue that pre-invasion intelligence was at no point 

intentionally—and that word is key to their definition—misrepresented at the analytical 

level.  In the third paragraph of the same letter to President George W. Bush, the WMD 

Commission writes that, “after a thorough review, the WMD Commission found no 

indication that the Intelligence Community distorted the evidence regarding Iraq’s 

weapons of mass destruction.  What the intelligence professionals told you about 

Saddam Hussein’s programs was what they believed. They were simply wrong” 

(unnumbered page).   

Initially the WMD Commission seems unequivocal, but notice the hedge here.  It 

does not write that, “after a thorough review, the Commission found that the 

Intelligence Community did not distort the evidence,” but instead relies on the 

qualification that it “found no indication that the Intelligence Community distorted the 

evidence” (my emphasis).  One can’t help but wonder if this subtle parsing of language 

                                                                                                                                                 
for this entire dissertation.  I read the “WMD Commission Report” when it was released in 2005 for 
personal reasons, because I was disturbed by the war that I had participated in initiating and the 
subsequent failure to locate any weapons of mass destruction in Iraq.  I was enrolled in my graduate 
program at the University of Texas at Austin that same spring, and when I came across this passage I 
realized how ideally positioned the discipline of rhetoric is to address these two latter issues.  The kairos 
for this project revealed itself to me in an instant, when a former life (as an intelligence analysis), a new 
undertaking (my study of rhetoric), and my conscience all collided. 
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indicates something larger, if the very repetition of the phrase “found no indication” 

implies that some political manipulation may have taken place, but that the WMD 

Commission simply couldn’t come up with any evidence, or was unwilling to present 

such evidence.  Does the careful qualification indicate suspicion?   

Also potentially significant is an assumption that the WMD Commission builds 

into its argument.  According to the language cited here, the intelligence community 

cannot be accused of distorting intelligence because it relayed to the President 

information that it believed.  For the WMD Commission, belief precludes the possibility 

of politicization.  Politicization or other forms of “distortion,” by extension, must only be 

possible in their eyes when someone relays information or intelligence that they don’t 

actually believe, that they know to be false.  Deliberate lying under this definition clearly 

constitutes “distortion” (which is really a more polite stand-in for the word 

“politicization” at this point in the WMD Commission’s letter), but misrepresentation 

originating from purer motives, misrepresentations that analysts believe, are under this 

assumptive definition de facto “simply wrong,” and not to be classified as distortion or 

politicization. Due to its more subtle nature, less consciously perpetrated modes of 

politicization might be even more dangerous to intelligence analysis than explicitly 

perpetrated corruptions, which would expose culprits to legal liability.  At any rate, the 

WMD Commission does not in its report account for the possibility of subtler, 

methodologically-based sources of politicization in the pre-invasion intelligence.   
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The labels that we use for the faulty pre-invasion intelligence (“simply wrong” 

versus “politicized”) are, it turns out, quite important.  At this, this opening moment of 

its report, the WMD Commission appears to be using the words “distortion” and 

“politicization” interchangeably.  But distortion can occur in myriad ways, only one of 

which is politicization.  There is no doubt that the pre-invasion intelligence was 

distorted.  If it had not been, the WMD Commission never would have been convened.  

If pre-invasion intelligence had not been distorted in some manner, we would have 

discovered WMDs in Iraq after the invasion.  A critical question is whether or not the 

pre-invasion intelligence was distorted by political motives or agendas, regardless of 

whether or not such distortion was carried out maliciously and intentionally. 

For the WMD Commission, overt or intentional misrepresentation and 

politicization are synonymous, excluding the possibility that inadvertent 

misrepresentation could also constitute politicization.  I take issue with this narrow, 

implied definition of politicization, and argue that politicization need not be overt nor 

intentional to occur in intelligence products.  And, further, that by failing to recognize 

subtler, inadvertent avenues to politicization, the WMD Commission does the nation a 

disservice and leaves the intelligence community at risk to repeat the same errors that 

have led us into Iraq.  If inadvertent politicization occurred, politicization resulting from 

poor tradecraft, rather than outright lying, then there is nothing to prevent such a 

situation from re-occurring within the intelligence bureaucracy.  The WMD 

Commission’s definition of what constitutes politicization is simply too narrow.   



 95 

Like the intelligence community, the WMD Commission ascribes to a 

hermeneutic realist perspective.  By seeking to divorce all political implications from 

analytical tasks, the WMD Commission seeks to create the false separations that 

Mailloux ascribes to hermeneutic realist theories and epistemologies.  The October 2002 

National Intelligence Estimate was an inherently political document, as is the “WMD 

Commission Report.”  The October 2002 NIE was created in an environment of 

alarmism, with national leaders, prior to the document’s drafting, issuing ultimatums to 

Iraq.  The document was born from the exigence of an undeniably political moment.  

Similarly, the WMD Commission was convened because the disconnect between what 

we found after the invasion and what we had been told before it was so great, and that 

disconnect created a political rift that had to be addressed.  Both documents arose from 

the political arena.  It should be neither surprising nor damning then to observe that 

both are inherently political documents—particularly if we remember to resist the 

common temptation to associate things “political” with disrepute.   

Interestingly, the WMD Commission is careful to point out that policymaker 

involvement in the production of intelligence analyses does not in and of itself 

constitute politicization, writing, “We urge that policymakers actively probe and 

question analysts.  In our view, such interaction is not ‘politicization.’  Analysts should 

expect such demanding and aggressive testing without—as a matter of principle and 
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professionalism—allowing it to subvert their judgment” (27).23  While analysts certainly 

should be accountable to policymakers, and policymakers should be able to interrogate 

intelligence processes, the WMD Commission here seems to be flirting with a very fuzzy 

line.   

There seems to be no recognition of the fact that such policymaker involvement, 

while never reaching the level of outright manipulation, might unduly influence analysts, 

who seem according the WMD Commission’s logic here to bear full responsibility for 

preventing the politicization of their work.   Having someone reading over your shoulder 

could (probably would) influence your interpretation of evidence.  The WMD 

Commission wants to have things both ways, to have policymakers involved in the 

intelligence production process, but to hold analysts solely responsible for the results.  

And while analysts might be able to resist overt pressures from such “demanding and 

aggressive testing,” it seems naïve to think that such interactions between 

policymakers, who wield tremendous power within government, would not unduly 

influence analysts, who individually wield very little power within government, in subtle 

ways.24  In this sense, Vice-President Cheney’s unusually close oversight of the 

production of the pre-invasion intelligence was indeed politicization, even if neither he 

                                                 
23 Notice that the perspective of the WMD Commission—a commission comprised almost entirely of 
policymakers—is in direct opposition to the concerns about policymaker involvement in intelligence 
production expressed by Berkowitz, Goodman, and Sims, and cited earlier in this chapter.   
24 No wonder Berkowitz, Goodman, and Sims, and many other intelligence professionals and experts, are 
deeply invested in insulating their work from policymakers.  While problematic, the attempted retreat by 
the intelligence community into an apolitical discourse might be a very logical reaction to the sorts of 
attitudes the WMD Commission expresses here.  Importantly, the WMD Commission was primarily 
comprised of policymakers, not intelligence analysts.   
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nor his representatives ever explicitly ordered intelligence analysts to amplify or distort 

the evidence of Iraqi WMDs.  The presence of political overseers might have led analysts 

to read raw intelligence data in profoundly biased ways.  Scholar of the intelligence 

community Gregory Treverton writes that “Cheney's active engagement with 

intelligence might risk politicization if intelligence did not feel protected through 

independence” (101).  And yet, the WMD Commission seems to dismiss such a 

possibility.   

The WMD Commission continues, writing in its introduction to the “Iraq” chapter 

of its Report: 

As we discuss in detail in the body of our report [pages 188-192, 

examined momentarily], analysts universally asserted that in no instance 

did political pressure cause them to skew or alter any of their analytic 

judgments.  We conclude that it was the paucity of intelligence and poor 

analytic tradecraft, rather than political pressure, that produced the 

inaccurate pre-war intelligence assessments. (51) 

There are many claims embodied in the WMD Commission’s statement here, all of 

which need to be interrogated.  For the moment I’m willing to accept the WMD 

Commission’s conclusion regarding political pressure, which we might more accurately 

restate by saying that there was no explicit, overt political pressure placed on 

intelligence analysts regarding their pre-war assessments.  The phrase “poor analytic 

tradecraft” is especially striking.  What if, rather than overt politicization, the very 
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analytic tradecraft of the intelligence community is inherently vulnerable to subtler, less 

obvious forms of politicization?   

Methodologically, there is also a major problem in the WMD Commission basing 

its conclusions on the testimony of the analysts under scrutiny (“analysts universally 

asserted”).  Analysts who had knowingly manipulated information would have many 

incentives not to reveal their wrongdoing, either out of fear of the professional 

retribution that might be visited upon them by superiors, or some sense of shame.  

Similarly, analysts who unwittingly might have been inclined to read evidence in ways 

that confirmed their own personal political convictions (we might want to think of such 

situations as “inadvertent politicization”) would likely be just as unwitting of that 

manipulation when interviewed by the WMD Commission as they had been originally.  

And even if analysts had experienced revelations about their own politically motivated 

biases (politicization) in between the commencement of the invasion of Iraq and the 

WMD Commission’s investigation, those analysts would have had strong institutional 

and legal incentives not to divulge their revelations.   

However, if the WMD Commission and the Senate Select Committee on 

Intelligence can be trusted that—1) the faulty pre-war intelligence on Iraq was not 

overtly (intentionally) politicized at the analytical level by explicit policymaker applied 

pressures; and, 2) that in at least ten instances the incorrect intelligence information 

that the Bush Administration posited to the public was not a misrepresentation of the 

intelligence data then available—then it is reasonable to conclude that overt 
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politicization on the part of analysts or the Bush Administration does not fully explain 

the intelligence errors that led our nation into the Iraqi deserts and streets.   

Yet, politicization of pre-war intelligence may very well have occurred 

nonetheless, for political pressure does not need to be explicitly exerted in order for the 

politicization of discourse to occur.  Pre-invasion intelligence could have been 

politicized, albeit indirectly, through the sympathies and hermeneutic biases of an 

analytical corps that largely agreed with the neoconservative policy of “preemption” 

that was driving the Bush Administration to advocate for the invasion of Iraq in the first 

place.  The intelligence community is large, and composed of a whole spectrum of 

people, with a whole spectrum of political and ethical allegiances, just like the rest of 

the nation.  While one could never responsibly generalize about such a large and 

heterogeneous group of individuals, it’s conceivable that some analysts simply agreed 

with the neoconservative doctrine of preemptive war.  Those analysts might simply have 

read in evidence what they expected to find, which in the context of a national decision 

of whether or not to go to war must be seen as a political act.  Notice, without free 

access to the intelligence community, its personnel, and its documents, we cannot 

prove that this is what occurred in 2002 and the early months of 2003.  But we can tell 

from the “WMD Commission Report” that this possibility—that analysts politicized 

intelligence simply be reading into data that which they already believed—was not fully 

investigated.   
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In its most detailed discussion of the possibility of politicization, its “Conclusion 

26,” the WMD Commission writes that: “The Intelligence Community did not make or 

change any analytic judgments in response to political pressure to reach a particular 

conclusion” (188).  Similarly, in the first paragraph of its discussion outlining the 

evidence and logic behind Conclusion 26, the Commission writes that it, “has found no 

evidence of ‘politicization’ of the Intelligence Community’s assessments concerning 

Iraq’s reported WMD programs.  No analytical judgments were changed in response to 

political pressure to reach a particular conclusion” (188).  In both of these citations the 

phrase “in response to political pressure” is key.  The phrase as it is used here indicates 

that politicization and political pressure occur only from the top down, that the only 

vector of infection through which politicization can taint analysis is from high-ranking 

executive officials down through the ranks of the intelligence bureaucracy.  The WMD 

Commission’s conclusions here implicitly acquit the Bush Administration from 

accusations of having exerted political pressure on intelligence analysts and/or their 

managers.25  Those conclusions and the assumptions behind them also precluded the 

opportunity that the WMD Commission had to investigate whether or not politicization 

might have infiltrated pre-war intelligence via other avenues, and specifically out of 

analysts’ own, privately held political beliefs.   

                                                 
25 Whether such exculpation is just or not is debatable, but it is still well beyond the purview of this 
particular inquiry.   
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 The WMD Commission’s definition of politicization outlines only a scenario in 

which analysts change or are influenced in their judgments “in response to political 

pressure.”  The definition is both circular and incomplete, circular because it makes no 

effort to explain what constitutes “political pressure,” and incomplete because it does 

not account for “freelance” or inadvertent politicization, politicization originating in 

analysts’ own political convictions, politicization that never was explicitly pressured 

upon analysts from the top, but that rose up through them and their assessments from 

the bottom of the federal intelligence bureaucracy’s hierarchy to the top.   

 In the discussion section of its “Conclusion 26,” its most extended examination of 

the possible politicization of pre-war intelligence, the WMD Commission initially seems 

to realize the limitations of its definition of the concept of “politicization.”  It continues, 

writing that it 

also found no evidence of “politicization” even under the broader 

definition used by the CIA’s Ombudsman for Politicization, which is not 

limited solely to the case in which a policymaker applies overt pressure 

on an analyst to change an assessment.  The definition adopted by the 

CIA is broader, and includes any “unprofessional manipulation of 

information and judgments” by intelligence officers to please what those 

officers perceive to be policymakers’ preferences. (188) 

While this may at first appear to be a broader definition of “politicization,” 

fundamentally it isn’t.  The CIA definition, just like the definition that the WMD 
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Commission begins with and that cited above, hinges on a power dynamic in which 

analysts are slanting or changing their judgments explicitly in order to please either 

policymakers or their more immediate supervisors.  Both definitions assume a motive 

wherein politicization only occurs when an analyst is responding to pressure from 

someone higher up in the governmental hierarchy or wherein the analyst is, if not 

responding to overt pressure, at least intentionally seeking to please someone with 

authority over them by arriving at “correct” conclusions.   

Both the WMD Commission definition above and the CIA definition of 

politicization that the Commission cites neglect to include the possibility of 

unintentional politicizations of intelligence analyses, and also neglects the possibility of 

politicization that originates with analysts, rather than with policymakers.  Both 

definitions also neglect to account for scenarios wherein politicization occurs simply 

because analysts are inclined to agree with the policy outcomes that their superiors or 

national leaders are publicly campaigning on behalf of.   

 Of the broader CIA definition of “politicization” the WMD Commission states 

that “the definition retains the idea that circumstantial pressure to produce analysis 

quickly is not politicization—there must be some skewing of analytical judgments, either 

deliberately or unintentionally” (188, my emphasis).  This caveat would seem to indicate 

that skewing of intelligence need not be intentional and that such skewing need not be 

forced upon analysts from above in order to earn the “strongest expression of 

opprobrium.”  For some reason though the WMD Commission felt compelled to engage 
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in logical acrobatics to avoid labeling the analytical practices that led to the faulty pre-

invasion intelligence as, in any way shape or form, politicized. 

The situation is no different with the WMD Commission Report itself.  The 

Report was written by a commission that was only convened because something “went 

wrong,” and it attempts always to provide the final word on the pre-invasion 

intelligence and the public suspicions surrounding that intelligence, including the 

specific suspicion that the intelligence may have been politicized by Bush Administration 

officials and/or their sympathizers within the intelligence community.   

Quite significantly, even in its litany of criticisms of the pre-invasion WMD-

related intelligence, the WMD Commission did not find that the faulty intelligence that 

led to war in Iraq was politically motivated or manipulated by anyone in the intelligence 

community at the analytical (read, low-ranking) level.  However, the WMD Commission 

did not investigate the conduct of Bush Administration officials and their potential 

misrepresentation/politicization of available intelligence data:   

We were not authorized to investigate how policymakers used the 

intelligence assessments they received from the Intelligence Community.  

Accordingly, while we interviewed a host of current and former 

policymakers during the course of our investigation, the purpose of those 

interviews was to learn how the Intelligence Community reached and 

communicated its judgments about Iraq’s weapons programs—not to 

review how policymakers subsequently used that information.  (8) 
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Richard Posner, politically conservative federal judge, prolific legal writer, and critic of 

the WMD Report, points out that, “unlike the 9/11 Commission, moreover, only half of 

whose members were appointed by the President, the WMD Commission was a purely 

Presidential Commission.  Its conception and composition were more congenial to the 

White House and its recommendations more likely to win the President’s wholehearted 

support” (4).  According to Posner’s argument, the “WMD Commission Report” itself 

may be a politically manipulative (read, politicized) document, with an interest in 

exonerating the Bush Administration and laying the blame for the inaccurate pre-war 

intelligence solely at the feet of the intelligence community.  If Posner is correct, the 

WMD Commission could have had a strong incentive not to find evidence of overt 

politicization at the low-ranking analytic levels of the intelligence community, evidence 

that very well might have been traceable back to the Bush Administration.  Instead, the 

WMD Commission blamed the wrong intelligence on a host of other factors, but never 

on any variety of politicization. 

 Posner also writes that “it is widely suspected that the intelligence agencies were 

pressured to provide estimates that would support the Administration’s evident desire 

to invade Iraq unless Saddam Hussein came completely clean regarding his WMD 

program” (34).  Such suspicions, circulated broadly in the aftermath of the invasion and 

subsequent failure by US forces to find any WMD stockpiles, were clearly an impetus for 

convening the WMD Commission in the first place.  Only such a high-profile commission, 

operating transparently and in the name of the law, stood much of a chance of 
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dispelling such apparently logical and widely held suspicions.  As Posner astutely points 

out, “the WMD Commission found no evidence of such pressure, but the absence has 

less significance than the commission may have believed” (34).  How valid are the WMD 

Commission’s conclusions, given its too narrow definition of the phenomenon of 

“politicization” and its questionable methodology, which relies on the word of the very 

analysts under investigation? 

The WMD Commission failed to find evidence of politicization, which need not 

be intentional or mendacious, precisely because of the inadequacy of its own analytical 

perspective and method of inquiry.  As a result, the WMD Commission misleads 

policymakers and the broader public by contending that politicization was not one of 

the many problems afflicting the pre-invasion Iraq intelligence.  Such an erroneous 

conclusion, whether born out of an intentional attempt to mislead or an inadequate 

analytical perspective, leaves unaddressed the possibility of politicization having 

occurred within the intelligence bureaucracy, leaving our nation potentially at risk of 

falling victim once again to the same types of epistemological mistakes that led us into 

Iraq in 2003.    

 Posner is also suspicious of the WMD Commission’s criteria for defining 

politicization and writes, as this chapter argues, that subtler processes, which the WMD 

Commission failed to account for, might have been in play when the pre-war 

intelligence assessments were written: 
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All subordinate officials have incentives—which may operate quite 

unconsciously—to provide advice to their superiors that coincides with 

their superiors’ preconceptions.  There are counterbalancing forces: the 

subordinate’s sense of professionalism and a simple survival instinct if he 

is convinced that his superior’s preconceptions are plainly erroneous and 

will be recognized at such if acted upon.  But these forces are often too 

weak to offset the incentive to be a “yes man.” (34) 

And, if a subordinate is inclined to share the opinion or his or her superior, then the 

incentive to be a “yes analyst” would have been even greater yet.  It doesn’t take an 

imaginative leap to see where Posner’s argument leads.  Given that not even then-Vice-

President Dick Cheney disputes having had, along with his staff, an unusual amount of 

time at CIA headquarters prior to the war, his mere presence, given also his position in 

government, may have led analysts to read evidence in ways sympathetic to those 

expressed by Cheney, when he said in an August 2002 speech to the 103rd Convention of 

the Veterans of Foreign Wars two months before the October 2002 NIE was written 

“Simply stated, there is no doubt that Saddam Hussein now has weapons of mass 

destruction.  There is no doubt he is amassing them to use against our friends, against 

our allies, and against us” (78).  If that is the public opinion of the Vice-President, and if 

the Vice-President was visiting the very site of intelligence production at Langley, 

Virginia, mightn’t it be possible that analysts read evidence in a way that confirmed the 

already publicly stated conclusion?  Given the policy implications of such a potentially 
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biased reading, how we can dismiss “politicization” as a corrupter of the pre-invasion 

intelligence, even if nobody in the Bush Administration explicitly ordered a manipulation 

of intelligence.   

 As John Diamond writes, political conspiracies were never necessary to propel 

the nation into war in Iraq:  

Rather, it [the pre-invasion intelligence] was a case of the CIA censoring 

itself, avoiding bureaucratic trouble by keeping its analysis well within 

acceptable bounds.  Political pressure wasn't really necessary because 

the CIA already knew perfectly well what its "customers" in the White 

House would tolerate. (19) 

The conservatism of hermeneutic realism, in which evidence is assumed to “speak 

itself,” and in which a writer simply denies or ignores the political implications of their 

work, facilitates precisely the perfect non-conspiracy that Diamond describes.  It is the 

conservatism—both institutional and political—of the intelligence community’s 

hermeneutic realism that might ultimately have facilitated the war in Iraq.   

We need no training in psychology or cognitive science to know that human 

beings have a tendency to look for evidence that supports their own convictions.  It’s a 

natural tendency (Gould 51-55).  So, if an analyst holds a strong conviction, and holds 

that conviction in common with his or her supervisors, then no one in the analytical 

chain is likely to question the analyst’s conclusions, which very well could constitute a 
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case of confirmation bias or groupthink.26  Because hermeneutic realism is not self-

critical, it allows no opportunity for an analyst to recognize their own interpretive 

biases.   

 Even though he doesn’t actually invoke the word “politicization,” Posner 

describes the phenomenon, which the WMD Commission failed to recognize, when he 

writes that, “in the case of Iraqi WMD, the intelligence agencies were convinced that 

their superiors were correct to believe that Saddam Hussein had not abandoned his 

WMD program.  The only difference may have been the strength of the agencies’ 

conviction relative to that of the policymakers” (34).  Posner describes a scenario in 

which analysts are never ordered to skew their analyses, but instead are unduly 

influenced by their desire to please or support the policymakers with whom they 

already happen to agree.  Politicization clearly occurs in such a scenario, but without 

ever being ordered or even consciously perpetrated.  Such a phenomenon of mutually 

re-enforcing influences is a form of bias that constituted and earns the pejorative term 

of “politicization,” a skewing of data or analytical judgments that, whether intentional or 

not, in the case of Iraq led to entirely false intelligence conclusions.   

 “A complicating factor,” Posner continues, “would have been the agencies’ 

awareness that policymakers have their own information, which may in particular cases 

be superior.  The agencies cannot know how reliable the policymakers’ sources are, but 

                                                 
26 By invoking two terms from the field of psychology—confirmation bias and groupthink—I don’t intend 
to claim expertise in psychology, but only to connect two well-studied concepts in that field with what 
might potentially be rhetorical origins for both phenomena.   
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if they give them some credence they will become somewhat more convinced that their 

own estimate, which converges with that of the policymakers, is correct” (34-5).  

Posner’s speculation here further re-opens the possibility that pre-invasion intelligence 

was politicized.  Contrary to the WMD Commission’s findings, politicization may have 

occurred when, hearing Bush Administration officials make the public case for invasion, 

intelligence analysts felt compelled to read data in ways that supported the case for an 

invasion, on the assumption that the Bush Administration must have possessed even 

more compelling evidence of Iraqi WMDs than analysts themselves possessed, evidence 

probably presumed to be too sensitive, too secret for analysts to expect to ever gain 

access to it.  That assumption, if it was indeed a factor, turns out to have been quite 

wrong.   

 So, what if an analyst, out of his or her own political convictions, changes or 

manipulates analysis not in order to reap the rewards or avoid the punishments of a 

higher bureaucratic authority, but in order to promote a political agenda that they 

themselves believe in deeply?  Or, even more likely, what if an intelligence analyst, who 

seems by definition likely to be politically aware and invested at a personal level in 

policy outcomes, simply cannot separate their own political agendas from the 

interpretive lenses through which they view intelligence data and subsequently 

generates assessments that are then passed on to policymakers?   

The WMD Commission did not find evidence of politicization in pre-war 

intelligence precisely because their definition of “politicization” was inadequate.  It 
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could not theoretically account for the much subtler, more difficult to track interpretive 

practices that were vulnerable to politicization by analysts themselves.  Such 

politicization, originating with analysts and carried out either intentionally or 

unintentionally, could have infected the work of dozens or even hundreds of intelligence 

professionals and swelled back up through the intelligence ranks to policymakers.  

What’s even more disheartening is that such politicization, if seated in personal political 

allegiances or a desire to achieve professional success, might have affected the work of 

even the most committed and honest analysts, may have skewed the work of analysts 

with absolutely (then and now) unimpeachable professional integrity.   

It is at this point that we begin to butt up against the limitations of this study of 

the intelligence community.  Without access to the documents and personnel of the 

intelligence community, no one can both responsibly and definitively draw any 

conclusions as to whether or not pre-war intelligence on Iraqi WMDs was politicized 

from the bottom up, from the analytical level up to national policymakers.  But I can be 

definitive about the following: the WMD Commission, the only investigative body yet 

convened to investigate the possibility of the politicization of pre-war intelligence, 

conducted its investigation under far too narrow of a definition of the concept; and, the 

WMD Commission’s investigative methodologies were fundamentally unsound, relying 

as they did on the say-so of the analysts and intelligence outfits under investigation.   

If analysts had engaged in intentional politicization, why would they jeopardize 

their careers by suddenly admitting as much to the WMD Commission?  And if analysts 
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had inadvertently engaged in politicization, biasing intelligence products through more 

accidental, subtle cognitive biases, would they even realize as much?  If they were 

unaware of their biases once, there is no reason to believe that they would suddenly 

realize those biases and “out” themselves to a high profile investigative commission.  In 

short, while I cannot prove that politicization of pre-invasion intelligence occurred at the 

analytic level, what I am sure of is that the question of whether or not such politicization 

occurred is still an open one, and that the WMD Commission’s work only complicates 

the issue, rather than clarifying it.   

  If we entertain the possibility of subtler means of politicization, we find that such 

a possibility is not contradicted by the WMD Commission’s own, exhaustively thorough 

evidence.  For example, the WMD Commission writes that “all of the Iraqi WMD analysts 

interviewed by the Commission staff stated that they reached their conclusions about 

Iraq’s pursuit of WMD independent of policymaker pressure, based on the evidence at 

hand” (189).  With the limited and inadequate definition of “politicization” that the 

WMD Commission conducted its inquiry under, analysis shaped by assumptions that 

were common throughout the intelligence community—the assumption, for example, 

that Iraq harbored forbidden WMD programs—did not qualify as a “political” 

assumption.  Given the public discussions about the possibility of invading Iraq, analysts 

had to have seen the policy implications of their research and analysis, had to have seen 

that their contributions would settle a political question.   
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 The WMD Commission’s investigation of the potential politicization of pre-war 

intelligence is fraught with contradictions.  In one breath the Commission denies 

evidence of politicization, and in the next states, for example, that: 

Moreover, that [pre-war] analysis was shaped—and distorted—by the 

widely shared (and not unreasonable) assumption, based on his past 

conduct and non-cooperation with the United Nations, that Saddam 

retained WMD stockpiles and programs.  This strongly-held assumption 

contributed to a climate in which the Intelligence Community was too 

willing to accept dubious information as providing evidence of that 

assumption.  Neither analysts nor users were sufficiently open to being 

told that affirmative, specific evidence to support the assumption was, at 

best, uncertain in content or reliability. (189-90) 

The WMD Commission is perfectly willing to acknowledge that unsubstantiated 

assumptions shaped pre-war intelligence, but is not inclined to see those assumptions 

as politically informed.  On what grounds do the “assumptions” that the WMD 

Commission describes here not constitute politicization? Recall Jan Goldman’s 

definitions, which he writes from inside the intelligence community: “policy bias” is 

“Development of analysis to fit established objectives in support of an existing policy or 

the implementation of a new policy; also known as ‘finding the facts to fit the 

conclusion,’ ” and, “politicized intelligence” is “Any intelligence or analysis that is 

developed to meet the conclusions or key judgments that have already been 
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predetermined to support policy” (109, 110).  The WMD Commission’s own description 

of a “bias” that it is unwilling to call “politicization” seems to fit Goldman’s definitions 

quite snugly.   

 In sum, the conclusions that the WMD Commission draws—arguing as it does 

that no politicization of pre-invasion intelligence occurred—are a fabrication.  The WMD 

Commission’s criteria for what constitutes politicization appear to be too narrow.  There 

were undoubtedly strong motives for the WMD Commission not to find evidence of 

politicization.  Such a finding would have potentially criminally implicated the Bush 

Administration, but would certainly have shaken the intelligence bureaucracy to its core.  

The necessary reforms such a finding would have demanded would have threatened the 

intelligence community’s standing and authority within government for generations, 

and compelled the types of dramatic reforms to which all entrenched bureaucracies are 

resistant.   

 

Hermeneutic Realism and Unconscious Politicization 

 The intelligence community is acutely sensitive to accusations of politicization, to 

accusations of biases in its work originating from political motives.  Long time 

intelligence professional Mark Lowenthal, who has written extensively about analytic 

practice in the intelligence community, remarks that, “In the ethos of U.S. intelligence, a 

strict dividing line exists between intelligence and policy” (3).  He goes on to argue that: 
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Intelligence has a support role and may not cross over into the advocacy 

of policy choices.  Intelligence officers who are dealing with policymakers 

are expected to maintain a certain objectivity and not lapse into advocacy 

for specific policies, choices, or outcomes.  To do so is seen as 

threatening to the objectivity of the analyses they present.  If intelligence 

officers have a strong preference for a specific policy outcome, their 

intelligence analysis may display a similar bias.  This is what is meant by 

“politicized intelligence,” one of the strongest expressions of opprobrium 

that can be leveled in the U.S. intelligence community. (3-4) 

Whether the intelligence community could ever achieve the level of objectivity 

Lowenthal describes is debatable, but Lowenthal’s observations seem to coincide with 

some of the views expressed by Berkowitz, Goodman, and Sims earlier in this chapter.  

Lowenthal indicates that the intelligence community understands the risks of churning 

out overtly politicized intelligence products, understands the risks to its own credibility 

that politicization would present, but does not seem to understand the impossibility of 

divorcing analysis—a fundamentally interpretive practice with direct policy 

implications—from its political implications.  While the sentiment is not couched in the 

terminology of the discipline of rhetoric, Lowenthal’s argument indicates that the 

intelligence community is aware of how politicized intelligence products would 

negatively affect its collective ethos.  The goal of avoiding politicized intelligence is both 
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noble and desirable.  The question is how might hermeneutic realism make the 

intelligence community more susceptible to producing politicized intelligence?   

 In an even more recent essay Lowenthal writes specifically of the flawed pre-

invasion Iraq intelligence that: 

Interestingly, the one charge that appears to have been completely 

debunked is that of politicization.  Although some voiced concerns on the 

eve of the war about the number of times Vice President Cheney went to 

the CIA for briefings on Iraq, neither the CIA ombudsman nor the Senate 

Select Committee on Intelligence found any signs that policymakers 

affected the analytical judgments. (“Transition” 232) 

Notice that Lowenthal dismisses the concerns that Posner has raised regarding 

policymaker proximity to the intelligence production process.  While Lowenthal, the 

Senate Select Committee on Intelligence and the WMD Commission all dismiss the 

allegation that pre-war Iraq intelligence was politicized at the analytical level, the charge 

is far from entirely debunked.  There is a chink in the certainty of Lowenthal’s language 

here, for the conclusion that “neither the CIA ombudsman nor the Senate Select 

Committee on Intelligence found any signs that policymakers affected the analytical 

judgments” is not to say that pre-invasion intelligence wasn’t politicized by some other 

route, by something other than overt pressure placed upon analysts by policymakers.   

Again, even if we accept—and I, for one, generally do—that there was no overt, 

conscious politicization of intelligence at the analytical level, the assertions of 
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Lowenthal, the SSCI, and the WMD Commission are dangerous in their outright dismissal 

of politicization as a contributor to the flawed pre-invasion intelligence.  Their mutually 

reinforcing dismissals elide a subtler and, by virtue of its subtlety, potentially much 

more malignant form of politicization, the unintended, inadvertant politicization of 

intelligence at all stages of the analytical level (data collection, analysis, dissemination of 

findings), politicization that may begin not necessarily with policymakers, but with 

analysts themselves.   

Consider the criticism of John Diamond, a journalist and the author of The CIA 

and the Culture of Failure.  Diamond argues that in the case of the pre-invasion 

intelligence a manipulation of intelligence data never needed to be order by the Bush 

Administration: 

A presidential team can easily avoid the appearance of intimidating the 

intelligence community simply by selecting analysts for key positions 

whose views are known to conform to its own. Because CIA shops have 

typically been forums for heated internal debate among many 

viewpoints, an administration has a ready supply of career officers with 

differing views from which it can choose those who best suit it ideological 

point of view. (43) 

The very act of choosing which analysts’ views to privilege is a political act.  What this 

means is that even seemingly mundane bureaucratic procedures, such as choosing 
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which analysts to promote, or whose research paper to publish on a given intelligence 

problem, become profoundly, but never explicitly, political acts. 

 Yet, time and again, intelligence community insiders insist that their community 

can somehow, as if by epistemological magic, stay above the political fray.  Henry 

Crumpton, a twenty-four year veteran of the CIA, shares what appears to be a near-

universal intelligence community attitude towards politicization, writing not-unlike 

Lowenthal that: 

Intelligence officers, by contrast, must steer clear of domestic politics 

because of the potential threat to civil liberties and the risk that politics 

will have undue influence on the product, which should be apolitical and 

unbiased.  Moreover, the intelligence business demands secrecy for the 

protection of sources and methods, which conflicts with domestic 

political demands for publicity. (210) 

Crumpton believes not only that “apolitical” intelligence products are possible, but that 

they are achievable if analysts simply “steer clear” of “domestic” politics.27  Crumpton’s 

presumption—that apolitical analysis in written products is even possible—appears to 

be dominant in the intelligence community.  The assumption that an analyst can so 

thoroughly suppress their own beliefs is dangerous.  Crumpton’s assumption—

apparently shared by many in the intelligence community—not only persists after the 

                                                 
27 I should point out that it is unclear in his essay what Crumpton means by “domestic” politics and 
equally unclear what relationship analysts should have with its presumable counterpart, “foreign” politics.   
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exposure of the intelligence community’s catastrophically misleading pre-invasion 

intelligence, but is replicated even in the efforts to understand that catastrophic failure.  

The very notion of analysis existing in an “apolitical and unbiased” state is itself a notion 

with fundamentally political implications.  Unfortunately, while this chapter hopefully 

promotes a more nuanced view of politicization, realizing that it operates most often in 

more subtle ways, the commissions and committees charged with investigating the 

corrupted pre-war intelligence have yet to realize either the possibility or insidiousness 

of less conspicuous politicization processes. 

Hermeneutic realism, as Mailloux describes it, is a credible explanation for how 

intelligence analysts expected the texts they analyzed to “speak themselves.”  When 

data confirmed analysts’ preconceived notions, it was assumed that the data were 

speaking themselves unambiguously and accurately, that the singular reading of the 

situation in Iraq was the correct one.  According to the WMD Commission, this is what 

happened when a human source, later discovered to be a wholesale fabricator, became 

the primary source of the intelligence community’s allegations that Iraq was hiding 

biological weapons programs.  The WMD Commission establishes that “virtually all of 

the Intelligence Community’s information on Iraq’s alleged mobile biological weapons 

facilities was supplied by a source, code-named ‘Curveball,’ who was a fabricator” (48).  

The WMD Commission further asserts that the Curveball situation was a case of “Central 

Intelligence Agency (CIA) analysts who placed undue emphasis on the source’s reporting 

because the tales he told were consistent with what they already believed” (48).   
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The epistemological problem that allowed Curveball to dupe the entire 

intelligence community—his lies simply correlated with analysts’ assumptions—appears 

also to have been systemic.  Of the fears and assumptions about WMDs embedded in 

the October 2002 NIE, the WMD Commission writes: 

That is not to say that its fears and assumptions were foolish or even 

unreasonable.  At some point, however, these premises stopped being 

working hypotheses and became more or less unrebuttable conclusions; 

worse, the intelligence system became too willing to find confirmations 

of them in evidence that should have been recognized at this time to be 

of dubious reliability.  Collectors and analysts too readily accepted any 

evidence that supported their theory that Iraq had stockpiles and was 

developing weapons programs, and they explained away or simply 

disregarded evidence that pointed in the other direction. (10) 

The phenomenon that the WMD Commission describes, in damning terms, sounds like 

politicization bred by a hermeneutic realist perspective.  Analysts simply read evidence 

and read for evidence that, in Mailloux’s terms, “spoke itself,” to their existing beliefs.  

Rather than interrogating the data and arguing over its meaning, analysts assumed the 

data to be self-evident.  Recall for a second time Goldman’s definitions of “policy bias” 

and “politicized intelligence,” which define the very same scenario that is described here 

by the WMD Commission.   
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The hermeneutic realism that blinds the intelligence community to its own 

political investments prevents issues of politicization from ever being effectively 

addressed within the intelligence community.  Similarly, the theoretical commitment to 

a hermeneutic realism perspective leads the intelligence community to characterize 

itself quite problematically, as we’ll see in the next three chapters, to theorize language 

in counter-productive ways, to engage in writing practices that may actually impede the 

intelligence community’s ability to undertake effective, accurate analysis, and to 

perceive itself as a scientific discipline.  Like Mailloux, I find the problem inherent to a 

hermeneutic realist perspective easy to identify, but difficult to solve.  In many ways 

Mailloux’s argument is frustratingly circular, but no less compelling for that fact. 

Ultimately, rhetoric, what Mailloux calls rhetorical hermeneutics, is the only 

means we have of dealing with the foundationalism of an interpretive lens such as 

hermeneutic realism.  If we agree with Mailloux that “textual interpretation and 

rhetorical politics can never be separated,” then rhetoric itself, arguing over the cases at 

hand, may be our only but also most powerful recourse (180, original emphasis).  

Mailloux’s ultimate argument is that: 

We are always arguing at particular moments in specific places to certain 

audiences.  Our beliefs and commitments are no less real because they 

are historical, and the same holds for our interpretations.  If no 

foundationalist theory will resolve disagreements over poems or treaties, 

we must always argue our cases.  In fact, that is all we can ever do. (181) 
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How true.  That is all we can ever do, and also what the intelligence community failed to 

do.  As in the case of the Curveball reporting, the intelligence community simply 

accepted the texts it received as self-evident.  When the evidence seemed to confirm 

preconceived notions, analysts across the intelligence community declined the 

opportunity to argue amongst each other over what else the “evidence” of WMDs might 

have meant, and failed to consider the motives of the fabricator providing the data, the 

evidentiary texts (see Drogin for a thorough discussion of this in the Curveball case).  

Argument is in some cases the intelligence community’s only means of assessment. 

 Some might want to see what I have been calling “politicization” as bias.  But 

“bias” does not capture the seriousness of the charge, for when bias initiates a war, and 

a preemptive war no less, we must see, characterize, and seek to root out the 

politicization that such bias amounts to.  Mine isn’t a simply semantic point.  

Politicization is a form of bias with unusually far-reaching consequences, for it influences 

public policies, and, importantly, with different origins than most other forms of bias, 

which necessitate different solutions.  If the intelligence community engaged in 

inadvertent politicization, then it might have enabled advertent politicization by 

policymakers, an enablement potentially unique to the type of bias that might 

constitute “politicization.”  The intelligence community needs a rhetorical theory of 

intelligence analysis, both a culture and method of argument that will test hypotheses 

and assertions in ways that the intelligence community has failed to test its own 

thinking time and again.   
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Fundamentally, the word “politicize” always implies an actor.  In our usage of the 

word, discourse is politicized by an actor, by a human.  Contrariwise, the word “political” 

in our lexicon simply is.  Discourse seems to simply exist as either political or not in 

popular usage of the word “political.”  When we invoke the word “political,” the actors 

are often elided.  Rhetoric as a discipline allows us to account for such subtleties of 

usage.  The discipline of rhetoric also reminds us that, whether a piece of discourse is 

regarded as “political,” “politicized,” or neither, language is created and invoked by 

human beings.  That point—that people create and invoke all language—isn’t always as 

obvious as it might seem. 

The WMD Commission’s definition of “politicization,” which requires an actor, 

could possibly be seen as begging the question.  If there is no single agent to accuse of 

“politicizing” intelligence, then the Commission engages in circular logic.  No actor, no 

politicization, no politicization, nobody to blame, and the loop could repeat ad infinitum.  

But the search for an actor elides more subtle routes to politicization, which might have 

different origins and different cures from other forms of analytical bias.   

But on the other hand, from a rhetorical perspective, the pre-invasion 

intelligence may have been politicized at every turn, in layer upon compounding layer of 

analysis, without any policymaker ever having to issue an order, but never by individuals 

who we could hold individually responsible.  Because of its institutional biases, the 

intelligence community was primed in 2002 for the most perfect conspiracy of all, a 

conspiracy that never needed to be planned or ordered, but that fell perfectly and 
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inevitably into place as soon as the Bush Administration made public its hawkish 

inclinations toward Iraq.  It is this second, rhetorically informed perspective that this 

chapter seeks to explain.  Ultimately the pre-invasion intelligence was politicized—for 

the bias that the WMD Commission describes certain seems political in nature.  But that 

politicization occurred by a very different route than the one popular commentators 

have identified, and by a route that governmental investigations have failed to identify.   
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Chapter Two: Metaphor and Ideologies of Language in the Intelligence 

Community 

 
“Beware of the metaphor. Granted that it is always tempting to describe one thing in 
terms of another, but try not to do it.”  

-Sherman Kent, Writing History 
 

In May of 2003 I traveled to Korea and Japan on orders from the National 

Ground Intelligence Center (NGIC).  I traveled that spring with several other analysts, 

four so-called “all-source” analysts and an Army captain also working in an analytical 

capacity at the NGIC.  After we had fulfilled our obligations in Asia, we were routed 

through Hawaii on our way home, ostensibly to meet with fellow analysts at the Joint 

Intelligence Command, Pacific (JICPAC), located in Honolulu.  But the detour was also a 

bit of a boondoggle, with token meetings scheduled for only one of our days on Oahu.  

We arrived on a Friday, would meet our colleagues on Monday, and depart on a 

Tuesday.  

Despite the relaxed nature of our schedule, there was some anxiety hovering 

over the meeting with our JICPAC colleagues, who, because of the competitive and 

often territorial nature of the intelligence community, were regarded as rivals more 

often than as collaborators.  Of particular concern was the personal rivalry between our 
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senior North Korea “all-source” analyst,28 who I’ll call Hank, and a senior North Korea 

analyst at JICPAC.  Their rivalry was infamous throughout the intelligence community, 

the professional equivalent of a blood feud.  Many of us had come to believe that the 

two disagreed and attacked each others’ reports out of pure vitriol and animosity, 

harboring some distant and personal grudge, rather than out of any intellectual or 

philosophical principle.  They would, no doubt, butt heads during our meeting Monday 

morning.   

Hank was widely regarded as the national expert on North Korean conventional 

ground forces.  He had served for years in Korea as an officer in the Army, both before 

and after the Vietnam war, where he learned to speak fluent Korean and married a 

Korean citizen.  Years after his military service in The ROK, as the Republic of Korea was 

known to us, Hank’s knowledge of ground-based weapons systems, Soviet-era training 

and doctrine, the Korean language, as well as an obsession for Korean history and 

culture, had helped to establish him as an absolute expert on North Korean ground 

forces.   

Hank was also a consummate curmudgeon.  He had won a Silver Star for valor in 

hand-to-hand combat in Vietnam, an experience that, likelier than not, contributed to 

his zealous pragmatism and vocal disdain for any line of thinking that did not in his 

perception directly contribute to aiding combat soldiers in their present and future 

                                                 
28 “All-source” analysts use data from all of the intelligence collection methods, such as imagery, signals, 
and human information, to write their assessments.   
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missions. Which is to say, Hank had patience only for those intelligence products that 

would help American soldiers to kill their enemies on the field of battle.29 

At the time, there was a major debate within the intelligence community 

regarding the deployment of the North Korean ground forces.  One school of thought 

held that the Korean People’s Army (KPA) was defensively organized and deployed, 

designed and arrayed primarily to repel an attack from south of the DMZ.  The rival 

theory and its champions argued that the KPA was offensively oriented, poised to make 

a sudden, blitzkrieg-style invasion of the southern end of the peninsula.30   

Hank, the NGIC analyst, was firmly convinced of the offensive deployment 

theory, consistently arguing in his own analytical work that the KPA was poised for an 

invasion, while his JICPAC rival consistently argued for the defensive deployment 

interpretation.  Both analysts routinely went so far as to re-work each other’s analyses, 

often publishing their dissenting opinions.  That all would have been well and good, a 

perfect example of the “competitive analysis” the intelligence community strives for, 

had the debate not been so personal.  But in Hawaii my fellow analysts and I finally 

learned the origins of the rivalry.   

                                                 
29 See also Gary Mills, page 2.   
30 South Korea, North Korea and the US all subscribe to a “one Korea” policy.  As a result, both South and 
North Korea refer to themselves as only “Korea,” implying that the other is a rogue province waiting to be 
subdued and folded back into the one true nation unified by ethnicity, language, culture and history.   The 
US, in turn, refers to South Korea in official documents as “Korea” and to its northern, communist nemesis 
as “North Korea.”  Clearly, the choice of how to designate each of the Koreas has rhetorical stakes.  
Performative rhetoric especially might have something to say about such semantic stakes.   
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Over dinner at the Hale Koa hotel one evening, Hank ordered a frozen drink 

called a Fuzzy Koala (“I’m sixty-four, I can drink whatever the fuck I want, no matter how 

gay it is,” he said to us after placing his order, in what was a typical-for-him sort of an 

aside).  Several Fuzzy Koalas limbered him up, and we soon found ourselves on the 

subject of Hank’s analytical rival at JICPAC.  The origins of the rivalry, it turned out, were 

even more ridiculous—or so it seemed at the time—than any of us had imagined, and 

stemmed from a disagreement over the metaphor that did and still does drive US policy 

towards North Korea, the carrot and the stick.  

For years US policy towards North Korea has hinged on a transparent structure 

of rewards and punishments, material aid and sanctions, carrots and sticks.  At least, 

that’s how Hank saw it.  “The only way the ‘carrot and stick’ makes sense,” he explained, 

voice rising in anger, “is if the carrot is the reward and the stick is the punishment.  You 

give them a carrot when they do right, beat them with the stick when they don’t.”   

Hank’s rival had a different vision of the metaphor. 

“He thinks,” Hank continued, “that it means the carrot dangles from the stick.  

He just wants to reward the North Koreans.  He’s afraid to punish them.” 

At the time it seemed as trite as a disagreement could be.  Only now do I realize 

that, if we can trust Hank’s summary of his rival’s position, it was a profound conflict, 

with profound implications.  The metaphors that each analyst promoted in turn 

constructed (or reflected) their entire thinking on how to understand and deal with 

North Korea, which at the time was only months away from becoming a nuclear power.  
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For Hank the “carrot and stick” metaphor offered a strict, straightforward strategy.  

When the North Koreans adopt policies that we perceive as peaceful, we should throw 

their donkey of a nation a tasty carrot, some food aid or fuel oil.  When the North 

Koreans adopt policies that we perceive as bellicose, we should whip their jackass of a 

nation with the stick, freezing international funds or sanctioning certain types of trade.   

Hank’s rival, though, subscribed to a metaphor that didn’t provide for a punitive 

strategy when dealing with North Korea.  Fundamentally, he believed in rewarding 

friendly North Korean behavior, dangling a carrot from a stick in the nation’s face as an 

incentive toward peaceful policies, but not in punishing North Korean policy decisions 

that were contrary to US interests.  The stick for him was the means of dangling a carrot, 

not a tool of retribution.  

It is not too difficult to parse how the two analysts’ differences over the 

metaphor relate to their perspectives on the disposition of the North Korean ground 

forces.  Hank, who saw the forces as deployed offensively, saw the need to punish bad 

behavior, to keep possible aggression in check and at bay through the threat of force, 

and perhaps even through force itself.  But his rival, who saw the North Korean ground 

forces as deployed defensively, worried about provoking a government and military that 

he saw as fearful, as a hungry, cowering animal to be befriended with food, not 

provoked with violence.   

Hank and his rival’s disagreement centered on the carrot and stick metaphor, 

but fundamentally it was (and for all I know, still is) much more serious, hinging on a 
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philosophical difference over how to deal with an aggressive nation that, whether 

offensively or defensively oriented, often acts unpredictably while fielding one of the 

largest armies in the world just hundreds of yards from a staunch US ally and tens of 

thousands of US troops.  Similarly, I have to wonder if the metaphor and the 

philosophical differences that the carrot and stick metaphor elucidates here, informed 

the analysts’ tendencies to read the deployment of North Korean forces as offensive or 

defensive.  Later in this chapter we’ll explore how George Lakoff’s metaphor-based 

theories of language help to explain conflicts like the one that Hank and his rival were 

engaged in.   

Hank and his rival had a fundamental, and fundamentally important, 

disagreement.  They seemed to know on some level that the other’s version of the 

carrot and stick metaphor had important policy implications,31 but neither was quite 

able to articulate how, an articulation that might, just might, have defused their rivalry 

and led to a more productive conversation between two of the nation’s most 

knowledgeable analysts of North Korean ground forces.32  In short, they had a conflict 

grounded in language, but weren’t self-conscious enough about how language operates 

to fully understand and work through the conflict.  On the surface the disagreement 

                                                 
31 Notice that, contrary to the opinions of Lippmann, Kent, Treverton, Berkowitz, Goodman, and Sims 
about intelligence community policy neutrality, discussed in Chapter One, that both the NGIC and JICPAC 
analysts were passionate about US foreign policy, and not the least bit shy in their advocacy for certain 
policy decisions or positions.   
32 In calling for a “more productive conversation” within the intelligence community I am not, as we’ll see, 
necessarily calling for consensus building, on this or any other intelligence issue. 
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may seem, as it did to me at the time, silly.  But what if we take this argument seriously?  

What if we grant for a moment that the metaphor that Hank and his rival argued over 

has stakes?  And high stakes, at that.  What if we assume for a moment that this dispute 

could potentially enlighten the various theories of language that operate in the 

intelligence community?  What are those theories?  What do they matter? To 

intelligence professionals? To rhetoricians?   

What I hope is obvious by now is that the interpretation of the carrot and stick 

metaphor was in this situation a high stakes dispute, with the tangible and far-reaching 

potential to influence US policy towards North Korea, which was a soon-to-be nuclear 

power at that time.  Those of us dining with Hank that evening weren’t inclined to see 

the stakes in the metaphor though, and immediately and vocally dismissed the squabble 

as just that, as petty, childish quibbling grounded in semantics but without any real 

substance.  How wrong we were.  Our quick dismissal of the conflict, and our automatic 

inclination to separate the metaphor from the facts at hand and broader policy 

implications, is representative of an acute intelligence community pathology, a stubborn 

refusal to grant the generative and cognitive power of language.  The metaphor is 

everything.   

This chapter begins with a discussion of intelligence community founder 

Sherman Kent, whose attitudes towards language have been instrumental in shaping 

today’s intelligence community.  After assessing the state of language theory in the 

contemporary intelligence community, I proceed to a discussion of George Lakoff’s work 
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in cognitive science and how Lakoff’s theories of metaphor can help us to understand 

and work through verbal conflicts like the one between Hank and his rival.  The chapter 

ends with a recommendation for how the intelligence community could more 

productively conceive of and deploy language in its work.   

 

Sherman Kent and the Origins of Language Theory in the Intelligence Community 

Sherman Kent was the first person to theorize the modern intelligence 

community and its analytical practices.  Kent had been a student and professor at Yale 

University until he was recruited into the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) during the 

Second World War.  After the war, the OSS eventually became the CIA, and, after a brief 

return to Yale, Kent joined the new intelligence organization, in which he would 

continue to have an important role as both a leader and theorizer for decades.   

It would be difficult to overstate Kent’s importance to the development of the 

intelligence community and its analytical methods.  His role in formulating many of the 

analytic practices that, to this day, govern intelligence analysis is memorialized in the 

name of the CIA’s internal education system.  In the year 2000 the CIA named its 

internal college after Kent, as well as an analytical training center that functions as a 

subset of the intelligence college.  According to the CIA, “The Kent Center, a component 

of the employee-only Sherman Kent School for Intelligence Analysis at CIA University, 

strives to promote the theory, doctrine, and practice of intelligence analysis” (“Kent 

Center Occasional Papers”).  So, both the Kent Center and its parent organization, The 
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Kent School, are named after the man.  Kent also founded the CIA’s professional journal, 

Studies in Intelligence, which continues to be regularly published in both classified and 

unclassified versions.   

Kent’s lionization within the intelligence community began in 1949, when he 

published the book Strategic Intelligence for American World Policy.  The volume was an 

attempt to articulate the purposes and processes of intelligence analysis.  It is a 

prescriptive text aimed at a nascent intelligence community that had little history and 

even less theory to draw upon as it attempted to establish its role in government. As an 

inaugural sort of text, with no prior literature to draw upon, Strategic Intelligence has its 

limitations.  However, the work continues to be cited by authors working from both 

within and without the intelligence community, despite its age and the unquantifiable 

changes in geopolitics and technology that have transpired since the work was originally 

composed.  Strategic Intelligence continues to be regarded by many personnel within 

the intelligence community and scholars of that community as a founding document.   

As an example of Kent’s continued relevance to the study and practice of 

intelligence analysis, consider that in a recent volume, Analyzing Intelligence: Origins, 

Obstacles, and Innovations (2008), Kent’s work, all at least three decades old at this 

point, and some of it as many as six decades old, is cited no less than ten times, in 

addition to the thirteen times Kent is discussed in the body of the volume’s essays.  

Additionally, Kent is one of three intelligence professionals to whom the volume of 

collected essays is dedicated.  Clearly, Kent’s ideas and writings retain some significant 
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authority with current intelligence professionals and with scholars expert in the 

workings of the intelligence community.  Because he was the most prolific theorizer of 

the intelligence community’s analytical methods, Kent’s opinions on a variety of topics 

continue to hold sway in the intelligence community.  More specifically, I hope to show 

that the intelligence community’s current attitudes towards language and its functions 

are directly descended from positions that Kent originated and advocated.  Kent’s 

positions have quite direct implications for how language is regarded in today’s 

intelligence community.   

Kent ended his career by serving as chairman of the National Board of 

Estimates,33  the inter-agency body responsible for writing National Intelligence 

Estimates (NIEs), documents that were and continue to be the intelligence community’s 

most authoritative assessments of a given intelligence question and which are intended 

to guide the highest ranking members of the executive and legislative branches and the 

military as those leaders set national foreign policy.  As one of the first chairmen of the 

National Board of Estimates, Kent helped to set precedents for how the body 

functioned, for how it collaboratively wrote NIEs, and for how it interacted with other 

intelligence community components and the policymakers they served.   

National Intelligence Estimates continue even today to be the most authoritative 

genre of documents that the intelligence community generates for policymakers.  

                                                 
33 Precursor to today’s National Intelligence Council (NIC).   
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Indeed, the WMD Commission traces the recent Iraq WMD intelligence failure back to a 

single NIE, writing: 

In October 2002, at the request of members of Congress, the National 

Intelligence Council produced a National Intelligence Estimate (NIE)—the 

most authoritative intelligence assessment produced by the Intelligence 

Community—which concluded that Iraq was reconstituting its nuclear 

weapons program and was actively pursuing a nuclear device.  According 

to the exhaustive study of the Iraq Survey Group, this assessment was 

almost completely wrong.  (8-9) 

The WMD Commission’s condemnations of the October 2002 NIE continue, and are 

summarized succinctly when the Commission writes that “The Intelligence Community’s 

Iraq assessments were, in short, riddled with errors” (9).  It is my own contention that 

poor, or perhaps inappropriate, knowledge-building and writing practices contributed 

significantly to the failures of the discredited October 2002 NIE, as well as a raft of 

other, lower profile intelligence products that the NIE drew upon for its evidence.  Those 

knowledge-building and writing practices, I also contend, have their origins in the 

intelligence community’s equally problematic conceptualizations of language and how 

language functions.  To reiterate, when we are talking about the intelligence 

community, all of these theoretical positions have their origins in Kent’s writing.   

 Kent wrote one of the only publicly extant descriptions of the NIE writing 

process, and was himself particularly concerned with the role that language plays in the 
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crafting of NIEs, and also concerned with the manner in which “judgments” and 

“estimates” are expressed, with how to write about “something which is knowable in 

terms of human understanding but not precisely known by the man who is talking about 

it” (“Estimative” 127).  Kent was obsessed with epistemology, with how the intelligence 

community produced knowledge.  Not surprisingly then, Kent also wrote at length about 

the role of language in the intelligence community’s epistemological practices.   

Buried within Kent’s 1964 essay “Words of Estimative Probability” (originally 

published in Studies in Intelligence, the journal of Kent’s own founding) is a passage that 

continues to inform, or at least represent, the intelligence community’s problematic and 

reductive attitude toward language.  Kent identifies two attitudes toward language in 

the intelligence community, one of which he identifies as that of the “mathematicians.”  

He writes of the second attitude: 

Quite figuratively I am going to call them the “poets”—as opposed to the 

“mathematicians”—in my circle of associates, and if the term conveys a 

modicum of disapprobation on my part, that is what I want it to do.  Their 

attitude toward the problem of communication seems to be 

fundamentally defeatist.  They appear to believe the most a writer can 

achieve when working in a speculative area of human affairs is 

communication in only the broadest general sense.  If he gets the wrong 

message across or no message at all—well, that is life. (134) 
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Kent’s critique of those he calls “poets” is simultaneously a critique of what he perceives 

to be a linguistic defeatism and relativism.  The critique—and the binary that Kent posits 

between “poets” and “mathematicians”—resonates with modernist theories of 

language developed in the first half of the Twentieth Century.  The advocacy for a 

“mathematical” view of language over that of a “poetic” view also aligns Kent with 

modernism’s scientistic and positivistic attempts to render language absolutely precise 

and unambiguous.  Notice also that, contrary to his own admonition that serves as this 

chapter’s epigraph, Kent posits an opposition between two metaphors, between poetic 

and mathematical metaphors for how language functions.   

Kent is unmistakably dismissive of any theoretical position that acknowledges 

the inherently slippery nature of language.  In our current theoretical moment the 

observation that language is, despite our best efforts, often imprecise, is so broadly 

accepted as to approach the clichéd.  But Kent continues—again, this is in 1964—

writing: 

Perhaps I overstate the poets’ defeatism.  In any case at least one of 

them feels quite strongly that my brief for the “mathematicians” is pretty 

much nonsense.  He has said that my likening my side to the 

mathematician’s is a phony; that I am in fact one with the sociologists 

who try by artificial definitions to give language bogus precision.  He has 

gone on to stress the function of rhetoric and its importance. (Board 134-

5) 
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This is a critical passage.  Kent relates that in 1964 his was not the only view of language 

circulating in the intelligence community, that the “poets” had their own advocates.  

Moreover, the “poets” stressed the rhetorical function of language and its importance.  

Kent has set himself and the “mathematicians” in opposition not only to the perceived 

defeatism of the “poets,” but also in opposition to rhetoric itself.  As we’ll see later in 

this chapter, Kent’s “mathematical” metaphor of language won out and persists in the 

intelligence community today.  Presumably, the role of rhetoric in the intelligence 

community was marginalized along with the perspective of its “poetic” proponents.   

Usually generous in acknowledging his intellectual opponents, Kent does admit 

to some of the objections raised by the “poets,” who seem to have been quick to point 

out the futility of Kent’s “mathematical” metaphor of language.  Several paragraphs 

later he writes: 

There is a point that the poets can make with telling effect.  It is that 

there are probably just as many reading poets as there are writing poets, 

and these are going to be numb to the intended meaning of the 

“mathematician” writer.  If you write to give no more than just the 

general idea or general feel you may get through with great success.  Per 

contra, if you break your heart in an endeavor to make yourself fully and 

precisely understood, you may not. (135) 

Immediately following, Kent concludes by writing, “I realize the truth in the above; I am 

not reconciled; I deplore it” (135).  Postmodern theories of language had already begun 
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to emerge when Kent wrote “Words of Estimative Probability” (Richards and Ogden’s 

The Meaning of Meaning, for example, 1923) but his “disapprobation” might in fact 

have been directed at something even older.  At the very least, it was directed at those 

“poets” who were suspicious of the attempt to deploy language with mathematical 

precision.  What Kent deplored though was less radical even than the postmodern 

theories trickling out of the academy in the 1964 (the year Kent wrote his essay) and 

was far more established, for Kent effectively deplores “the function of rhetoric and its 

importance.”  If Kent was so suspicious of rhetoric, a Classical discipline in which he was 

surely, and probably thoroughly, educated (given the timing of his education at Yale), 

then how threatening postmodern theories of language and rhetoric must have seemed. 

 If Kent’s writing here seems to reflect debates in the theory of language that 

took place decades ago within our own discipline, it should.  Kent is essentially hashing 

out a conflict between foundationalist and postmodern perspectives on language.34  

Unfortunately Kent sets up the “poets” or “defeatists” in a straw-man position, not 

giving a fair accounting to those who argue that language cannot ever be 

comprehensively cogent, clear and unmistakably precise, as Kent wishes it could be.  

While Kent acknowledged some of the points made by the “poets,” he was determined 

to find a solution to their warnings, to solve the unsolvable.  In “Words of Estimative 

                                                 
34 Disclaimer: I realize that I’m using these terms irresponsibly and without definition at this precise 
moment in the text.  For now permit me to be a bit freewheeling with such terms so as to demonstrate 
the presence of larger issues.  I leave it to other scholars to elucidate this conflict more responsibly.  For a 
particularly good treatment, see the introduction to Lester Faigley’s Fragments of Rationality.  There have 
also been many iterations of this conflict over ambiguity and precision in the history of rhetoric—Locke 
and Bacon come immediately to mind.   
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Probability” Kent comes up with the idea of linking, and this should come as no surprise 

given his association with the “mathematicians,” words to numerical scales.  He 

proposes linking words such as “probable” and “possible” to percentages of certainty 

and attaching charts showing the relationship between the words and the percentages 

to all written intelligence assessments, or at least to National Intelligence Estimates 

(Board 135-140).   

 One incarnation of the idea to link words and probabilities appears in the form of 

a chart that Kent advocated, according to his own count, fourteen years before writing 

his article “Words of Estimative Probability.”  I reproduce the chart here exactly as it 

appeared in Kent’s original essay of 1964: 

  100% Certainty        

  The General Area of Possibility      

  93%, give or take about 6%   Almost certain 

  75%, give or take about 12%   Probable 

  50%, give or take about 10%   Chances about even 

  30%, give or take about 10%   Probably not 

  7%, give or take about 5%   Almost certainly not  

  0% Impossibility        

 

The chart, which appears on page 133 of the collection of Kent’s essays titled Sherman 

Kent and Board of National Estimates, gives a good indication of the degree of precision 
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(and imprecision, given the error ranges provided) that Kent sought to employ as a 

means of defeating the uncertainties in language that he believed could be overcome. 

Each percentage and its associated margin of error is affiliated with a verbal phrase, but 

critically there is never any explanation of epistemologically how analysts might arrive at 

such ranges of certainty.    

 The idea of lending words certainty by linking them to necessarily arbitrary 

numerical scales is almost comical for rhetoricians trained within the past forty years.  

The emergence and broad acceptance of postmodern theories of language strip the 

credibility from such well-intentioned, but ultimately hopeless, efforts to rid language of 

uncertainty (Faigley 8).  But keep in mind both Kent’s training and when he was writing.  

Postmodernism was nascent and extremely controversial at the time Kent penned 

(literally) the essay “Words of Estimative Probability.”  More importantly though, Kent 

received his PhD in history from Yale in 1937, a time when Richards, Burke, other other 

American rhetoricians were grappling with modernist notions of language and 

ambiguity.  It makes perfect sense that Kent was thinking deeply about the same issues 

that were bothering his intellectual contemporaries.   

 In a recent Rhetoric Society Quarterly article, rhetorician Jodie Nicotra identifies 

the time around 1937 as the zenith of Alfred Korzybski’s General Semantic theories of 

language, which gained purchase in the inter-war period in America largely as a means 

of attempting to understand the frighteningly successful propaganda campaigns that 

had sustained the killing fields of the First World War.  Nicotra argues in her essay 
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“Dancing Attitudes in Wartime: Kenneth Burke and General Semantics,” that General 

Semantics developed as a reaction to the propaganda campaigns of both the Allies and 

the Central Powers during WWI: “The overall effect was that language, heretofore 

viewed by most as little more than a vehicle (if a clumsy one) for thought, was suddenly 

regarded as a vector of contagion, and hence became an object of deep suspicion” 

(334).  It was in this environment that General Semantics, a subset of the larger 

modernist project, developed.   

Given that he was being educated at the graduate level at the elite institution of 

Yale at the very same time that General Semantics reached its academic zenith, Kent 

was likely influenced, perhaps even profoundly so, by the larger modernist project that 

included General Semanticist theories of language, which Kent then disseminated into 

the analytic culture of the intelligence community, a community that he literally helped 

to create.  Evidence for the connection between Kent and General Semantics pervades 

his writing, and because Kent’s attitudes have been so foundational for broader 

attitudes towards language across the intelligence community, we can see, as I hope to 

demonstrate by the end of this chapter, that current intelligence community attitudes 

are traceable back to General Semanticism and the broader tenets of modernism that 

General Semantics itself developed within.35   

                                                 
35 Certainly modernism was not a unified program run by with a central plan by some sort of steering 
committee, or even something that developed entirely coherently.  Like so many –isms, it developed 
organically.  I don’t mean to represent modernism as a unified program, but still find some utility in 
referring to it as a more or less coherent affiliation of contemporaneous ideas.   
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 As evidence of Kent’s possible theoretical affiliation with the General 

Semanticists, consider this line from Strategic Intelligence: “Language, being the blunt 

tool that it is, is capable of concealing the message it aims to convey to everyone except 

the man who is attuned in advance to its meaning” (Strategic 109).  The sentence 

evokes the same fears that Nicotra describes in the General Semanticists—fears that 

language can fail, or worse, may even produce ill effects, either because of a rhetor’s 

intentions or through misunderstanding.  Kent’s wariness of language’s imprecision is 

shared by the General Semanticists, as Nicotra describes them, but Kent also shares that 

same wariness with the many various thinkers who have regarded the inherent 

ambiguity of language with suspicion, all the way from Plato to Locke to today.  The 

General Semanticist suspicion of language was by no means new, but Kent shared their 

particular brand of suspicion, an indication that the General Semanticist attempt to 

disambiguate language may have greatly appealed to Kent.   

 Nicotra convincingly argues in her own article that “Underlying the *General 

Semanticist] attempts to formulate a science of meaning was an ideal that imagined 

something like a dense and finely filiated web of language that could cover over the 

‘real’ world of facts and objects so tightly that it would allow no room for gaps or 

slippages in meaning” (336).  Additionally underlying the attitude that Nicotra describes 

is the idea that through precision and vigilance, language could be rendered 

transparent, wholly precise, and unambiguous.  Kent seems to have shared this 

modernist attitude, for he frequently invokes appeals to absolute precision in the use of 
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language: “If the language of intelligence were more precise . . .” is a common sort of 

refrain for Kent (Strategic 168), and from the refrain we can additionally triangulate his 

affiliation with his intellectual contemporaries, the General Semanticists.   

 In the preface to Strategic Intelligence, Kent offers a telling passage.  He argues 

that one purpose of his book is to eliminate “confusions” in intelligence analysis.  He 

writes further that “Many of these confusions arise from imprecisions which have grown 

up in the language of intelligence and which have found permanence in the manuals” 

(ix, my emphasis).  Again, Kent cites imprecision as a corrupter of language, presumably 

to be combated by a vigilant application of its contrary, precision.  Immediately 

following the sentence cited above, Kent continues, writing “if the pages which follow 

contain words new to the intelligence trade, if they seem unduly concerned with 

semantics, I plead, as once did John Locke, that . . .” (ix).  Kent’s plea is followed by a 

lengthy citation of Locke.  The reference to Locke, whose own attitudes toward 

language share obvious parallels to the General Semanticists, and the invocation of the 

word “semantics” itself make clear Kent’s affiliations.  The consistent push for 

“precision” in language that Kent makes is shared by many modernists of his generation.   

 Recall also the passage from “Words of Estimative Intelligence” cited earlier (but 

actually written fifteen years after Strategic Intelligence, in 1964, an indication that Kent 

remained committed to the mathematical metaphor of language), in which Kent wholly 

rejects “rhetoric and its importance” (Board 135).  The rejection of rhetoric further 

aligns Kent with the General Semanticists, for, as Nicotra argues, “in short, General 
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Semantics is what happens in the absence of rhetoric” (344).  Nicotra further posits that 

“generally speaking, semanticists of the 1920s and '30s were responding to what they 

saw as a dangerous failure in language to accurately portray ‘reality.’  This failure, they 

argued, resulted in discrepancies between what people ‘meant’ when they spoke and 

how the listener received the message” (336).  This fear also corresponds to Kent’s 

rejection of the “poetic” model of language.  The “dense and finely filiated web” that 

the General Semanticists sought to construct was intended to seine out the 

misunderstandings spawned by the imprecise invocations of words.  They sought to 

hone the “blunt tool” of which Kent also was critical.   

I cannot prove beyond a doubt that Kent was philosophically of a mind with the 

General Semanticists.  But given the contemporaneous nature of their quite 

sympathetic attitudes toward language, and ambitious goal in-common, I think it’s likely 

that Kent was aware of the General Semanticist project and borrowed from its 

intellectual stock.  Both the General Semanticist and “Kentian” goals of disambiguating 

language might seem hopelessly naïve today.  But it’s important to remember that these 

were cutting-edge ideas in the first half of the Twentieth Century.  They weren’t so 

naïve at the time.   

 After World War Two and two years before penning Strategic Intelligence for 

American World Policy in 1949, Sherman Kent found himself briefly returned to the Yale 

campus after his stint in the OSS and prior to his CIA career.  In 1947 he published his 

only history book, Writing History.  While the book is aimed very directly at 
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undergraduate history students, and does not appear to have originally been written 

with the intelligence community in mind, Writing History records some of Kent’s most 

explicit explanations of language, explanations that it would be reasonable to presume 

later influenced his work in the intelligence community.  Kent’s explanations of language 

come primarily in the form of maxims directed at undergraduate history majors, and are 

presented with Kent’s characteristic intellectual confidence.  The epigraph that begins 

this chapter is one such admonition.  But along with his maxims for writing history, Kent 

offers a telling digression addressing his perspective on rationalism and its role in 

scholarship, another vestige of the larger modernist program Kent himself had been 

educated under.   

Kent regards the discipline of history as falling under the purview of “systematic 

study” or “higher criticism,” terms that he explicitly associates with both the 

Enlightenment and modernist notions of rationalism; “Systematic study or higher 

criticism is one of the foremost products of rationalism, besides being its fundamental 

prop,” Kent writes (Writing 4).  Kent immediately provides his own definition of 

rationalism, moving in the same moment toward harnessing rationalism to 

Enlightenment notions of liberalism: 

The rationalists are the people who hold that the mind, when playing in 

the channels of right logic, can solve any problem it can set itself; and 

since many of the most compelling problems which beset the rationalist 

are problems of society—how to do away with poverty, disease, and war; 
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how to promote happiness, health, and peace—he is likely to become a 

liberal. (Writing 4) 

Notice the emphasis here; the human mind, if operating under the proper logic, can 

solve any problem, and the most compelling problems, according to Kent’s description, 

are not the scientific problems of his day (nuclear energy, for example), but are social 

problems.  So, the rational mind, if disciplined properly, can solve even the most 

complex and irrational of problems, large-scale social problems.  Kent would also bring 

this confidence in the human mind to problems of language, as we’ve already seen in his 

attempt to reason through language, to advocate for a mathematical metaphor of 

language that Kent would have the intelligence community adopt as a literal mode of 

communication.   

In Writing History Kent continues to connect rationalism and liberalism, going on 

to remark that: 

The liberal believes that the mind, when turned upon social dilemmas, is 

capable of performing a positive and helpful social function.  Now, 

although not all rationalists are liberals, all real liberals at least must be 

rationalists.  The result is that the intellectual milieu of our society is 

heavily laden with a respect for reason and an optimistic faith in social 

conscience if it be led by the dictates of the mind. (Writing 4) 

Again, the human mind is all-powerful, and rationalism is affiliated by Kent with social 

progress.  I’ve already characterized Kent’s mathematical metaphor of language as 
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modernist.  Now we can link that metaphor to Kent’s notion of rationalism as well.  

Mathematics is perhaps the supremely rational discipline.  Given Kent’s faith in 

rationalism as a human quality, it is perhaps no surprise that Kent seeks to rein in the 

chaos of language—and all of its concomitant ambiguities—through math, through an 

ultimate sort of rationalism.  Kent’s commitment to rationalism and a mathematical 

scale of language is a perfect exemplar of what rhetorician Lester Faigley calls “the 

modernist emphasis on meaning” (6).  Many of today’s theoretical mathematicians 

though would probably point out that even the perceived rationalism of their discipline 

gives way to a certain chaos and ambiguity at times.  Not all numbers are rational, and 

even in math numbers do not shield us entirely from uncertainty.36   

Kent, as an Ivy League intellectual and member of the East Coast elite, would 

probably have been quite familiar with the work of one of his intellectual predecessors, 

Walter Lippmann.  Indeed, Kent references Lippmann in the preface to Strategic 

Intelligence (viii).  Lippmann wrote explicitly about intelligence issues at the end of 

Public Opinion, and many of his writings on journalism resonate with Kent’s writings on 

the role of language in intelligence work, for Lippmann’s view of language was certainly 

also a rationalist, modernist one.  In Liberty and the News Lippmann writes: 

But where the issue is complex, as for example in the matter of the 

success of a policy, or the social conditions among a foreign people—that 

                                                 
36 For a historical discussion of the rhetorical nature of numbers, see Brian Rotman’s Signifying Nothing: 
The Semiotics of Zero.   
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is to say, where the real answer is neither yes or no, but subtle, and a 

matter of balanced evidence—the subdivision of the labor involved in the 

report causes no end of derangement, misunderstanding, and even 

misrepresentation. (25) 

Lippmann’s opinion, published in 1920, twenty-seven years before President Truman 

even created the CIA, seems an obvious precursor to the modernist view of language 

that would later find its greatest intelligence community champion in Sherman Kent.  

The issues that the intelligence community deals with are routinely “complex,” “where 

the real answer is neither yes or no,” and the “subdivision of labor” Lippmann writes 

of—a labor centered around the interpretation and generation of words, the smithing of 

language—gives rise to the common modernist fear, which is that any utterance is a 

mere slip-up away from descending into “derangement, misunderstanding, and even 

misrepresentation.”  It was Lippmann and his contemporaries who undertook the initial 

project to separate words and ideas, to protect thought from the perceived liabilities of 

language, an attempted separation based on the false premise that there could ever be 

a separation between thought and language.  Naturally, not all of Lippmann’s 

contemporaries were on board with this particular project, as evidenced by I.A. 

Richards’s preference for a rhetorical solution to the same dilemma.   

Lippmann’s fundamentally modernist view of language leads to what Richard 

Lanham many years later diagnoses as a pathological desire in American business prose, 

for, “in the best of all possible [modernist] worlds, there would not be any words at all 
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to mislead, only concepts” (Style 10).  But even committed linguistic modernists like 

Lippmann and Kent realized the impossibility of the ideal, and strove instead to come as 

near to it as possible, an endeavor that, while destined to failure, perhaps continues to 

inform American attitudes towards language, particularly in business and government 

communities.   

   In his pursuit of linguistic modernism, Lippmann extols the virtues and 

importance of language, and a requisite facility with language for those working in 

journalism, but always in terms of controlling and mastering language, of reining in its 

potential ambiguities.  In calling for a “credible” journalism, a mode of journalism that is 

both trustworthy and critical in its own use of evidence, Lippmann writes that “closely 

akin to an education in the tests of credibility is rigorous discipline in the use of words.  

It is almost impossible to overestimate the confusion in daily life caused by sheer 

inability to use language with intention” (50).  Lippmann’s concern over the human 

tendency to miscommunicate is the same concern that provides the exigence for I.A. 

Richards’s The Philosophy of Rhetoric, a short portion of which was cited in the 

introduction to this dissertation.  For Lippmann, the confusion that so commonly 

plagues language can be staved off through “rigorous discipline in the use of words.”  It 

is a matter of both will power and care to write clearly, and thus credibly.  Likewise, 

language becomes a liability when a writer lacks the ability, or discipline, “to use 

language with intention.”  Lippmann’s view of language is quintessentially modernist 

and rationalist—language, and the liabilities inherent to it, can be conquered through 
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discipline and rigor.  Lippmann’s appeal to “discipline” in the deployment of language 

provides another explicit connection to Kent’s attitudes toward language.   

 Lippmann, however, was never as extreme in his mistrust of words as some 

modernist theorizers of language, who in their own way wished for the eventual 

replacement of messy words with nothing but pure ideas, as Lanham has observed.  

Lippmann recognizes the vast scope language’s influence in human endeavors.  “We talk 

scornfully of ‘mere words,’” he writes, alluding to the modernist scorn for the mediating 

effects of language, as opposed to pure ideas (50). But he continues, writing “yet 

through words the whole vast process of human communication takes place.  The sights 

and sounds and meanings of nearly all that we deal with as ‘politics,’ we learn, not by 

our own experience, but through the words of others” (50).  “The whole vast process of 

human communication takes place” through words, and so words, language, regardless 

of whatever liabilities it may tow along in its wake, is necessary.   

At least in the political realm, the realm of human endeavor that Lippmann is 

most concerned with, nearly everything we learn is conveyed to us and mediated by 

language.  This is hardly a novel claim, then or now.  What sets Lippmann apart and 

defines him as a linguistic modernist is his conviction that “if those words are 

meaningless lumps charged with emotion, instead of the messengers of fact, all sense of 

evidence breaks down,” a conviction with plenty of precedents in the history of rhetoric 

(50).  Notice that the journalistic evidence Lippmann writes of here is akin in at least 

some ways to scientific evidence, hard evidence.  Lippmann seeks a disciplined use of 
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language governed by rigor, which will eventually elevate language to the plane of 

scientific evidence, evidence that won’t “break down.”  Importantly though, Lippmann 

really is only calling for a rigorous deployment of language, not a false science of 

language: “just because news is complex and slippery, good reporting requires the 

exercise of the highest of the scientific virtues.  They are the habits of ascribing no more 

credibility to a statement than it warrants, a nice sense of the probabilities, and a keen 

understanding of the quantitative importance of particular facts” (49).  Lippmann’s is 

not a call for falsely scientized language, but a call more a critical method, and a call that 

is itself a fundamentally modernist notion.   

 Kent was a product of his time, a well-read intellectual who sought to apply his 

learning to a legitimate intelligence community problem, the problem of how to 

communicate effectively.  He sought to solve that problem, no small ambition, and to do 

it by applying what were at the time perfectly credible theories of language.  

Unfortunately, much of what Kent advocated was futile, for mediation and uncertainty 

will always occur in language, in all that we utter.  Kent’s legacy endures though, and 

over fifty years after he made his recommendation, it has finally been adopted.  The 

implications of finally linking terms of uncertainty (“possible” and the like) to numerical 

scales and tables are profoundly disturbing for the intelligence community, for how it 

does its work and for how it communicates with policymakers. 
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The Mathematical Metaphor of Language in Today’s Intelligence Community 

 Kent’s attitudes toward language, and his aspirations for a language of 

mathematical precision, largely persist in the intelligence community today.  The most 

prominent contemporary intelligence expert to advocate on behalf of a similar program 

is Richards Heuer, Jr, a forty-five year veteran of the CIA.  In 1999 Heur wrote 

Psychology of Intelligence Analysis, which was published by the CIA’s Center for the 

Study of Intelligence.  Like Kent’s work, Heur’s much more recent scholarship has been 

quite influential in the intelligence community.  Also like Kent, Heur is one of the three 

intelligence community scholars to which the recent volume Analyzing Intelligence is 

dedicated.  In the same volume’s preface the editors write “we cannot give enough 

credit to Richards Heur, whose ground-breaking book Psychology of Intelligence Analysis 

set the standard for serious consideration of the impact of the cognitive dimensions of 

intelligence analysis” (x).  Heur has similarly set the standard in his advocacy for a 

mathematical model of language in the intelligence community that is quite similar to 

the one that Kent advocated.   

 “Intelligence analysts generally work with secondhand information. The 

information that analysts receive” Heuer writes in Psychology of Intelligence Analysis, “is 

mediated by the written words of others rather than perceived directly with their own 

eyes and ears” (116).  Heuer’s thinking here—which acknowledges the mediating 

qualities of language, the possibility and indeed the likelihood that language and 

knowledge are inextricably linked—represents a claim about language that I’m willing to 
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speculate most scholars in the humanities currently accept as a given.  Heur is 

addressing here the same fundamental issue that Kent was in “Words of Estimative 

Probability”—how to help the intelligence community communicate more effectively.  

Heuer’s claim that “the information that analysts receive is mediated by the 

written words of others” is the basis for all textual, that is text-based, studies.  It is an 

articulation of the foundation of the humanities, for in the humanities, and particularly 

within the disciplines of English and rhetoric, it is the “mediation” upon which we are 

most consistently focused.  Our fields are made up at their most fundamental level of 

the study of the mediation of written words.  In some ways Heur’s almost indisputable 

observation here signifies a theoretical leap from Kent’s assertions, which seek always 

to render language transparent and unproblematic.   

 The statement appears to be rhetorically informed as well, for, rhetorically, the 

“secondhand information” that analysts work with must be weighed, must be 

interpreted.  While the point may be obvious enough, it is not necessarily so for those 

working in the intelligence community.  Heuer’s observation acknowledges that data 

cannot speak for themselves.  This observation should be encouraging for those of us 

engaged in the business of teaching students how to be skeptical readers and 

interpreters of texts.  A healthy sense of skepticism is essential for both the rhetorician 

and the intelligence analyst;37 neither can afford to accept anything at face value.  It 

                                                 
37 In the humanities we tend to call this skepticism “critical thinking,” for it is not a purely cynical 
endeavor.   
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makes perfect sense that intelligence analysts should be skeptical of the evidence they 

encounter, which is often fragmentary and equally often intentionally deceptive.  

Methods of weighing evidence informed by rhetorical theory should seem especially 

appropriate, and even desirable, in this context, where truth is rarely absolute or even 

knowable, and readings of evidence will vary widely based upon the origins of that 

evidence and the responsibilities of the analyst interpreting it.   

But Heuer belies the point to some extent towards the end of his statement 

when he writes “rather than perceived directly with their *analysts’+ own eyes and 

ears.”  The implication is that events witnessed firsthand are not mediated by the words 

of others, but such events most certainly are still mediated by words.  The problem is 

that human cognition occurs dominantly, albeit not exclusively, through language.  

Heuer’s implication that first-hand witnessing removes the mediating effects of 

language is based on a false premise, a false premise that rhetorician and economist 

Deirdre McCloskey associates with scientific modernism;  “scientists, including economic 

scientists,” she writes, “pretend that Nature speaks directly, thereby effacing the 

evidence that they, the scientists, are responsible for the assertions” (10).  Even the act 

of first-hand observation is mediated by language, and such observations are 

themselves rhetorical constructions, even before we go about trying to describe and 

represent them to one another.   

 Ultimately Heuer falls into a theoretical trap later in his work, a trap set for him 

many years earlier by his intellectual predecessor, Sherman Kent.  In a sub-section of 



 155 

Psychology of Intelligence Analysis titled “Expression of Uncertainty,” Heur attempts to 

replace the unavoidable mediating qualities of language with the certainty of numbers, 

in this case though, with the false certainty of numbers.  Heuer writes that: 

Verbal expressions of uncertainty—such as “possible,” “probable,” 

“unlikely,” “may,” and “could”—are a form of subjective probability 

judgment, but they have long been recognized as sources of ambiguity 

and misunderstanding.  To say that something could happen or is 

possible may refer to anything from a 1-percent to a 99-percent 

probability.  To express themselves clearly, analysts must learn to 

routinely communicate using the language of numerical probability or 

odds ratios. (152-3, my emphasis) 

What Heuer does not account for in his numerical attempt to dodge the ambiguities of 

language is that the numbers that analysts might use to replace such terms as “possible” 

are no more certain than the unquantified language of “probable” and “could.”  In 

predicting the geopolitical future, intelligence analysts cannot ever provide actuarial 

certainty.  Numbers in this case do not abrogate the risks of “ambiguity and 

misunderstanding,” but only mask those risks.  Numbers too are rhetorical 

constructions. 

 This is not to say, of course, that all probabilities are linguistic fallacies.  Our local 

meteorologist can predict that there is a 60% chance of rain tomorrow and have some 

credibility, because the prediction is based on a proven set of predictive technologies, 
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weather satellites, radar, and the reports of actual observers who have already 

encountered the approaching weather.  Moreover, as “readers,” when we hear a 

weather report, we hear it almost daily, and have all experienced many, many 

inaccurate and accurate predictions.  We are used to navigating the uncertainties that a 

60% chance of rains implies.  Not so in the geopolitical world, where there are not 

technologies for predicting the quite irrational actions of international leaders, and 

where, because geopolitical events are so singular, we, and even our leaders, have no 

experience of past predictions with which to calibrate our own actions and reactions.  

The situation in Iraq was unique, without prior precedents to refer to, and it is equally 

likely that future situations of similar gravitas will be equally singular.   

An intelligence analyst cannot calculate the likelihood of geopolitical events with 

the confidence of a Las Vegas odds-maker, and any effort to represent such precision 

would be inherently misleading.  Even if analysts could act as odds-makers, odds-makers 

are often wrong.  Remember George Tenet’s now infamous decree on the pre-invasion 

intelligence—it was “a slam dunk”; false certainty led our nation into Iraq.  Tenet’s 

“slam dunk” comment was a way of expressing one-hundred percent certainty to the 

Bush Administration, and yet the result—the WMDs we have not found in Iraq—should 

be confirmation enough that expressing probabilities in terms of numbers will not 

eliminate uncertainty from the intelligence community’s communications with 

policymakers.  The metaphor of one-hundred percent certainty, “a slam dunk,” possibly 

misled the Bush Administration, and certainly misled the American public.   
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In his advocacy for a linkage between language and numbers, Heuer neglects to 

account even for mathematicians’ thinking on the matter.  Statistician Joel Best points 

out that “all statistics are created through people's actions: people have to decide what 

to count and how to count it, people have to do the counting and other calculations, 

and people have to interpret the resulting statistics, to decide what the numbers mean. 

 All statistics are social products, the results of people's efforts”(27).  Even speaking in 

“the language of numerical probability and odds ratios” leaves analyses—whether 

expressed in words or numbers—as nothing more or less than rhetorical constructions.   

Similarly, historian Theodore Porter in his book Trust in Numbers: The Pursuit of 

Objectivity in Science and Public Life, points out how quantification of the variety that 

Kent and Heur advocate is a means of securing the mask of objectivity: “mechanical 

objectivity has been a favorite of positivist philosophers, and it has a powerful appeal to 

the wider public.  It implies personal restraint.  It means following the rules.  Rules are a 

check on subjectivity: they should make it impossible for personal biases or preferences 

to affect the outcome of an investigation” (4).  The “mechanical objectivity” created by 

linking words to numbers is a similar effort.  I am among the critics Porter speaks of 

when he writes that “critics of quantification in the natural sciences as well as in social 

and humanistic fields have often felt that reliance on numbers simply evades the deep 

and important issues” (5).  Ultimately, all intelligence analysis becomes guesswork at a 

certain point.  It is by eliding the guesses, by hiding them behind numbers, that we set 

the perfect conditions for tragedy to occur.   
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Kent’s proposal to link words to numerical scales is the same proposal that 

Heuer repeats thirty-five years later in Psychology of Intelligence Analysis, an indication 

that the intelligence community’s perspective on language has changed little in the 

intervening years.  Fundamentally, Heur’s perspective is not different from the one that 

Kent originally proposed in his 1964 essay “Words of Estimative Probability.”  Kent’s and 

Heur’s proposal to link words and numbers in an effort to disambiguate language was 

never enacted by the intelligence community.  Not until recently that is.   

Following the intelligence failures that led to the initiation of war in Iraq in 2003 

and the subsequent investigation by the Commission on WMD, the National Intelligence 

Council (NIC) has since adopted a piece of boilerplate that probably would have made 

Kent very happy indeed, a page, attached to all National Intelligence Estimates, that 

links language to probabilities.  The page, adopted at the recommendation of the 

Commission on WMD and titled “What We Mean When We Say: An Explanation of 

Estimative Language,” appears on the fifth page of the 2007 NIE on Iranian nuclear 

weapons.  It explains that: 

We use phrases such as we judge, we assess, and we estimate—and 

probabilistic terms such as probably and likely—to convey analytical 

assessments and judgments. Such statements are not facts, proof, or 

knowledge. These assessments and judgments generally are based on 

collected information, which often is incomplete or fragmentary. Some 

assessments are built on previous judgments. In all cases, assessments 
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and judgments are not intended to imply that we have “proof” that 

shows something to be a fact or that definitively links two items or issues. 

(5) 

This disclaimer is, I believe, productive, providing as it does an acknowledgment of the 

uncertainty inherent to intelligence analysis, uncertainty that persists even in critical 

intelligence documents such as NIEs, and which presumably represent the intelligence 

community’s sum total knowledge on a given intelligence issue.   

 What I begin to take issue with is when the disclaimer goes on to elaborate an 

explanation of its usage of particular terms, “Terms such as probably, likely, very likely, 

or almost certainly indicate a greater than even chance. The terms unlikely and remote 

indicate a less then even chance that an event will occur; they do not imply that an 

event will not occur” (5).  The implication here is that the emphasized terms are linked 

to percentages or quantifiable degrees of certainty, an implication that mistakenly 

posits that intelligence analysis can be conducted with actuarial certainty.  However, 

unlike insurance adjusters, intelligence analysts’ numbers are themselves wildly 

unpredictable estimates, often “incomplete or fragmentary,” to use the National 

Intelligence Council’s own terms.   

 The impossibility of entirely disambiguating language is further demonstrated in 

the NIC’s definition of terms such as “high confidence”:  “High confidence generally 

indicates that our judgments are based on high-quality information, and/or that the 

nature of the issue makes it possible to render a solid judgment. A ‘high confidence’ 
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judgment is not a fact or a certainty, however, and such judgments still carry a risk of 

being wrong” (5).  Immediately we must ask, what does “generally” mean, fifty-one 

percent of the time, ninety percent?—and we are right back to square one, unsure as to 

the meaning of the statement.  Similarly, what constitutes “high-quality”?  The 

explanatory section “What We Mean When We Say” is now attached to all National 

Intelligence Estimates, preceding the actual written analyses.  It will continue to be 

included with all National Intelligence Estimates until the National Intelligence 

Community chooses to stop including it.   

 As an example of how the newly adopted boilerplate will not obviate the 

inherent uncertainties of language, consider that the pre-invasion intelligence on Iraq’s 

biological weapons programs originated from a source code-named “Curveball.”  

Curveball’s reporting was deemed “high-quality” enough to constitute, virtually singly, 

according to the Commission on WMD, the total reporting on Iraq’s biological weapons 

programs.  As it turns out, Curveball was wrong, or a liar.  The WMD Commission found 

that: 

The Curveball story is at the same time one of poor asset validation by 

one of our own collection agencies; of a tendency of analysts to believe 

that which fits their theories; of inadequate communication between the 

Intelligence Community and the policy-makers its serves; and, ultimately, 

of poor leadership and management. (87) 
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With Curveball “high-quality” turned out to be fabrication; “high-quality” became that 

which analysts already believed; “high-quality” is not obvious to all who see it; “high-

quality” turned out to be a curveball indeed.  “High-quality,” and similar terms through 

which the National Intelligence Council has attempted to quantify and disambiguate 

language, do very little in fact to ameliorate the difficulties, the slipperiness that much 

of linguistic and rhetorical theory and philosophy currently see in all of our utterances.    

 While General Semantics and the larger modernist project that that specific 

program arose from is no longer theoretically viable in the philosophy of language, it 

endures in the intelligence community.  Advocates of a mathematical model of 

language, like Heur, have succeeded in keeping Kent’s ambition alive.  Moreover, they 

have for the first time actually implemented a system linking specific words and 

probabilities in relative relationships.  The linking of the words has been possible only in 

the wake of one of the worst intelligence failures in US history, the one that led us to 

invade Iraq in 2003.  What, we might ask, is the alternative?           

 

Theories of Metaphor, Ideologies of Language, and a Lonely Bivalve Mollusk 

 This chapter begins with two separate references to metaphor.  The first serves 

as an epigraph.  It is Kent’s admonition from Writing History, in which he seeks to 

dispense writing advice for ambitious young history undergraduates, and it bears 

repeating here: “beware of the metaphor. Granted that it is always tempting to describe 

one thing in terms of another, but try not to do it” (60-61).  Kent’s is a fascinating tidbit 
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of advice, and perplexing, given his own inclination to describe “one thing in terms of 

another.”  What is his discussion of “poets” and “mathematicians” if not an extended 

metaphor for how language and writing function?  Kent doesn’t seem inclined to take 

his own advice perhaps a telling disconnect between “theory” and practice in Kent’s 

own writing. 

 The second metaphor that opens this chapter is that of the carrot and stick, an 

anecdote from my own observations about how that particular metaphor fueled a 

vitriolic fight over the disposition of North Korean ground forces.  While my colleagues 

and I originally dismissed the conflict over that metaphor as petty and sophomoric, it 

was profound.  Metaphors, like that of the contested carrot and stick, illuminate the 

stakes of language and the models of language that operate in the US intelligence 

community. Metaphor, I repeat, is everything. 

In this section I’d like to look at the concept of metaphor more closely.  I have 

several motives.  The first is that it would be nearly impossible to do an exhaustive study 

of the intelligence community’s attitudes towards language more broadly.  We’ve 

already seen though how one metaphorical binary—that of mathematic versus poetic 

language—has dominated the intelligence community, and how the framing of the 

mathematical (seemingly precise, exact, known) against the poetic (seemingly 

relativistic, impressionistic, imprecise) has allowed an antiquated, modernist view of 

language to dominate in the intelligence community much longer than it has endured in 

the humanities disciplines of the American academy.  Intelligence community attitudes 
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towards particular metaphors are indicators of larger attitudes toward language.   A 

second motive is to introduce the work of George Lakoff, whose writings on metaphor 

provide a framework for understanding the stakes in specific framing metaphors.  

Finally, I will end by looking at a few actual metaphors invoked by the intelligence 

community, providing as well an explanation of what those metaphors mean for the 

intelligence community’s epistemological undertakings.   

Even if metaphor is everything, as I have asserted on several occasions already, 

not everybody agrees as to what “everything” is.  Currently in linguistics, cognitive 

science, philosophy of language, and rhetoric, “metaphor” is a fundamental trope, and 

usually far more than a trope.  How one defines metaphor tells us a lot about that 

party’s theories of language and human cognition.  Consider a spectrum of metaphor.  

At one end of that spectrum metaphor exists as a simple trope and ornament, a nifty 

verbal trick available to rhetors to dress-up their locutions, but with little substance 

beyond its aesthetic values.  Metaphor at this end of the spectrum is reductively 

conceived, confined to a harmless realm of decoration.  At the other end of the 

spectrum, though, metaphor is pervasive, and serves not only to decorate speech, but 

provides a profound window into the human mind, elucidating the ways in which 

humans think and conceive of the world, revealing not necessarily deep truths, but deep 

processes.  Metaphor at this other end of the spectrum is grand, and grandly important, 

informing in very fundamental ways the ways in which humans think, perceive, 

communicate, and even act. 
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Donald Davidson’s work on metaphor represents one end of the spectrum.  

Davidson argues that “metaphors mean what the words, in their most literal 

interpretation, mean, and nothing more” (245).  Davidson’s description of metaphor is 

an extremely limiting one, placing metaphor deep in the realm of mere ornamental 

trope.  When he writes that “metaphor is an effective device not only in literature but 

also in science, philosophy, and the law,” Davidson does not argue that his definition of 

metaphor should restrict the use of the figure, but he does restrict metaphor to a very 

narrow conceptualization of a “device” (246).  And if we are to take him at his word—

pun intended—then Davidson’s theory of metaphor quite simply doesn’t make much 

sense.  How can we possibly read the carrot and stick metaphor literally?  North Korea is 

not a donkey.  The US does not reward friendly North Korean behavior with literal 

carrots, nor does it punish the North Korea’s belligerent behavior with slashes from 

literal sticks.   

In her discussion of Davidson’s theory of metaphor, Patricia Roberts-Miller 

summarizes his position: “One does not learn something from the metaphor that one 

could not have learned from the paraphrase; hence, the only difference between a 

metaphorical statement and its literalized paraphrase is the effect it might have on an 

audience” (86).  We could describe Davidson’s view of metaphor as the “micro” view, as 

the “micro-metaphorical” model of language, given that in his work he is deeply 

invested in describing metaphor as a concept with very finite boundaries, and without 

the power to influence or reflect deep human cognitive processes.  The micro-
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metaphorical model of language bears a strong affiliation with current-traditional 

rhetoric, which tends to be invoked only pejoratively in contemporary scholarship, as 

well as with a foundational model of language, with theories of language that predate or 

oppose the more recent post-structural and postmodern turns of linguistic theory.  In 

anticipation of George Lakoff’s work (discussed below), Davidson warns that “the 

concept of metaphor as primarily a vehicle for conveying ideas, even if unusual ones, 

seems to me as wrong as the parent idea that a metaphor has a special meaning” (246). 

Davidson’s narrow opinion of metaphor should resonate with the larger perspective of 

hermeneutic realism discussed earlier in this dissertation.  Like other hermeneutic 

realists, Davidson wants to simplify language and render it transparent, to wield control 

over it.  A wider view of metaphor would cloud such a perspective on language.    

I haven’t brought Davidson into this conversation simply to dismiss him.  For, 

while I stridently disagree with him, for I think that a lot of people feel just as Davidson 

does.  For many intelligent, educated people metaphor is a neat little concept 

remembered from high school English classes, and any effort to connect metaphor, a 

term that current-traditional rhetoric and high school English teachers have 

aestheticized with anaesthetizing effect, smacks of high-minded, and heavy-handed, 

and self-indulgent, and ultimately irrelevant, academic bunk.   

There are a lot of Donald Davidsons in the world, intelligent people who argue 

down the connection between language, cognition, and the verbal/textual evidence of 

that connection, evidence like metaphors.  The great difference between Davidson and 
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the working professionals who dismiss metaphor’s cognitive properties is that Davidson 

has at least considered the possibility of the connection, whereas the great majority of 

professionals have not had to, and indeed have been given little incentive to, consider 

the possible connections between concepts like metaphor, language broadly conceived, 

and their own day-to-day communicative work.   

I suspect that the great majority of professionals working in the intelligence 

community might see language in similar terms, might see language as a relatively 

transparent medium that can be mastered and contained, as unproblematic and 

controllable.  This is ultimately the view that intelligence community representatives 

Kent and Heur express.  The liabilities of such an attitude are well established in the 

academic record, and I don’t think that it would be hyperbolic to argue that such an 

attitude, particularly if it dominated throughout the intelligence community, could have 

played a significant role in the failure to anticipate the September 11th attacks and in the 

misinformed build-up to war in Iraq.  However, I am not invested in proving such a 

direct connection between those particular events and the intelligence community’s 

attitudes towards language (partially because it would be impossible without out access 

to reams of documents that remain classified), but am more interested in describing the 

attitude, its potential liabilities, and viable alternatives.   

If Davidson inhabits the narrow, reductive end of the metaphor spectrum, the 

micro-metaphorical end, then George Lakoff lives at the other, expansive end of the 
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spectrum.  In the opening paragraph of Metaphors We Live By, George Lakoff and Mark 

Johnson write that: 

Metaphor is for most people a device of the poetic imagination and the 

rhetorical flourish—a matter of extraordinary rather than ordinary 

language.  Moreover, metaphor is typically viewed as characteristic of 

language alone, a matter of words rather than thought or action.  For this 

reason, most people think they can get along perfectly well without 

metaphor.  We have found, on the contrary, that metaphor is pervasive 

in everyday life, not just in language but in thought and action.  Our 

ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which we both think and act, is 

fundamentally rhetorical in nature. (3) 

Lakoff and Johnson reject a traditional distinction here, reject the current-traditional 

rhetoric that separates style and substance, that separates rhetorical figures from 

meaning, thought, and action.  This is the macro-metaphorical view of language, the 

notion that metaphor operates as something much larger than a figure, providing a view 

of human cognition at a fundamental level, generating as well as reflecting thought.   

If metaphor, just one of many, but perhaps the most fundamental of rhetorical 

figures, is not mere “rhetorical flourish,” but also structures “thought and action,” then 

the “ordinary conceptual system*s+” of all sorts of institutions, even those that have 

sworn off rhetorical affiliation—like the intelligence community—and frequently 

shunned opportunities to be self-conscious of their own use of language—the 
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intelligence community, again—are without doubt and despite any protest on their own 

part, “fundamentally rhetorical in nature.”  The risks of a discourse community denying 

its inherently rhetorical nature are well documented (McCloskey 158).    

If we agree with Davidson, then there is not much point in examining the carrot 

and stick metaphor, but if we apply Lakoff and Johnson’s perspective to the carrot and 

stick dispute, we begin to see that that particular metaphor and the competing 

interpretations of it were for the two intelligence analysts not simply descriptive or 

framing devices; in their minds the metaphor, and a concept of what US foreign policy 

toward North Korea should be, had converged.  There was no distinction between the 

metaphor and the policy.  In the North Korea situation, how one read the carrot and 

stick metaphor determined what the analysts saw as policy options available to the US.   

The convergence of the policy and the metaphor for Hank and his rival, and 

indeed Lakoff and Johnson’s assertion that we think in metaphors, leads to a linguistic 

chicken-and-egg question:  which came first, the metaphor, as a representation of the 

policy, or the policy, as an extension and manifestation of the metaphor?  It would seem 

that the policy came first, and then the metaphor, but the metaphor might explain the 

persistence of the policy, and the failure to re-imagine the possibilities of the North 

Korea situation.  The real point here, the point that is all too lost on all too many of us, is 

that language constructs thought, rather than merely reflecting thought.   

Any analyst, any thinker, in any discipline who denies the role of language in 

their work denies a significant portion of the human thought process.  We cannot think 
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independently of language.  Language is more than the conduit, more than the pipeline 

for conveying thought from one place or one mind to another—language is thought 

itself (Reddy).  Unfortunately, those of us who were parties to the dispute between 

Hank and his rival were ill-equipped to see the link between language and policy in the 

carrot and stick dispute, were entirely unable to see the overlap of the metaphor and 

the policy, and the thought processes that combined and interacted to construct 

through language both the carrot and stick metaphor and the contested foreign policy.  

We operated in an intelligence community whose culture had for over fifty years 

officially and vocally denied the role of language in structuring thought.  A community 

that had, indeed, denied the role of language in, well, language even.   

Does it even matter for non-academics, for the educated professionals who 

write a lot, generating documents for business or government, what the role of 

metaphor is in language and cognition?  Essentially, so what?   

Of course.  When George W. Bush in a State of the Union address characterized 

the nations of Iran, Iraq, and North Korea as an “Axis of Evil,” that metaphor shaped 

public perceptions, and likely the perceptions of the intelligence community he 

commanded.  By positing the three as an “axis” Bush invoked the memory of the axis of 

World War Two, and yet Iran, Iraq, and North Korea had no affiliations through treaty or 

tradition.  In fact, Iran and Iraq remained sworn enemies after their horrific war in the 

1980s.  Calling the three “evil” indicated that there was no way around an adversarial 

relationship with each nation, for who negotiates or attempts to reason with evil?  This 
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example is not taken directly from the intelligence community, but it illustrates the 

stakes of metaphor.  In just a few pages, we’ll look at a few actual metaphors from 

inside the intelligence community, important epistemological metaphors that are 

foundation to how the community undertakes its work.   

That issues of language and communication continue to hamper the 

effectiveness of the intelligence community specifically is not in question.  In his recent 

ethnography of the intelligence community, Rob Johnston writes of the 20th Century’s 

major intelligence failures that, “even if the Intelligence Community itself was not 

surprised by one of these events [the intelligence failures], it was unable to convince the 

military, civil, and political consumers of intelligence that these events might occur; in 

which case, the failure was one of communication and persuasion” (7).  Thus the 

exigence for this, my own project.  The failures of communication and persuasion that 

Johnston cites have deep roots in the intelligence community.    

In the case of the intelligence community, internal studies, as well as presidential 

commissions, and independent academics, have all indicated that something is not quite 

right with how the intelligence community deploys language in its work.  So, there is a 

problem, and a recognition that there is a problem, with how language is used and 

regarded in the intelligence community.  The problem is first described by Kent, who 

recognized the difficulty is conveying probabilities through language in during the 

intelligence community’s early days: “we did not use the number however, and it 

appears that we were misusing the words” (130).  Ever since Kent, intelligence 
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community insiders have lamented that their community should deploy language more 

effectively.  Johnston’s complaints are much more recent.  This is precisely the point at 

which the humanities disciplines, English and rhetoric especially, are perfectly 

positioned to contribute constructively to the intelligence community’s dilemma. 

We in the humanities are in the business of understanding and managing 

uncertainty, which is why we are so well positioned to contribute to communities like 

the intelligence community.  Many of the epistemological dilemmas that they face, we 

have already faced.  Because we study the mediating effects of language, we have 

become adept at managing and communicating despite uncertainty.  If the hermeneutic 

realist position held true, if texts simply spoke themselves, we would have been 

replaced by Cliffs Notes and Wikipedia long ago.  But texts are fluid, contextually 

dependent, and our readings of them necessarily evolve.  So too it should be for the 

intelligence community.  Language, broadly conceived, is the nexus where such 

seemingly disparate communities as the disciplines of English and rhetoric and the 

intelligence community meet and have common interests.  It is our responsibility in the 

academy to show our extra-academic counterparts how our work is relevant to their 

own, much more pressing epistemological dilemmas.  We in the humanities are brokers 

in uncertainty, and have developed sophisticated theoretical tools for navigating a world 

that, despite those tools, will always remain to some degree uncertain.   

One way we could help the intelligence community would be to help it develop a 

more sophisticated theory of language from which to interpret texts and produce its 
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own discourse.  Perhaps even more productive development would be the articulation 

of more viable mode of interpretation, perhaps one that might resemble Mailloux’s 

rhetorical hermeneutics, which is quite pragmatically oriented around the concerns of 

reading and producing texts—in short, a rhetorical theory of intelligence analysis.  

Lakoff and Johnson offer another possibility for what such a new theory might look like, 

though there are many other possibilities as well.  They conclude the opening chapter of 

Metaphors We Live By with an explicit statement of their own metaphor-based theory 

of language, writing: 

The important claim we have made so far is that metaphor is not just a 

metaphor of language, that is, of mere words.  We shall argue that, on 

the contrary, human thought processes are largely metaphorical.  This is 

what we mean when we say that the human conceptual system is 

metaphorically structured and defined.  Metaphors as linguistic 

expressions are possible precisely because there are metaphors in a 

person’s conceptual system. (6, original emphasis) 

If we can accept Lakoff and Johnson’s metaphor-based model of language and cognition 

(and I, for one, do), then this chapter is not only about language in the intelligence 

community and how language is or is not used in that discourse community, but it is 

also about, at a very fundamental level, cognition in the intelligence community as well 

(albeit, cognition considered from a very different perspective than that of psychology).   
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If you’ve been wondering where the bivalve mollusk factors into this section, be 

patient.  They are slow moving creatures.  The metaphors that have traction in the 

intelligence community reveal attitudes towards specific policies, as in the case of Hank 

and his rival, but also indicate deeper, less explicitly considered attitudes towards 

language, in addition to revealing the intelligence community’s investment in specific 

(and potentially problematic) models of human cognition.  The metaphors that operate 

in the intelligence community are far from only an academic concern (in the pejorative 

sense) and have a profound impact on the community’s professional practices, on its 

successes and failures. A survey of the primary metaphors that govern the intelligence 

community’s framing of its own work (connecting the dots, creating pearls, filling in the 

map, and many others) might be a very productive way to understand how the 

intelligence community understanding itself epistemologically.   

At an implicit level some scholars of the intelligence community recognize the 

power of metaphors in shaping human thought.  In their introduction to a very recent, 

and unusually exhaustive, volume on analytical practice in the intelligence community, 

Analyzing Intelligence: Origins, Obstacles, and Innovations (I’ve already mentioned the 

volume several times), James Bruce and Roger George identify and dismiss a metaphor 

commonly invoked to criticize the intelligence community’s failings surrounding the 

September 11th attacks and the faulty pre-Iraq war intelligence: “the sound-bytes that 

the U.S. intelligence community ‘lacked imagination’ or ‘failed to connect the dots’ are 

hardly sufficient insight on why U.S. experts were unable to grasp the audacious nature 
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of the threat” (4).  And those sound bytes certainly don’t account for the complexity of 

issues that the intelligence community faces, or how it actually operates, but the 

metaphor does govern public opinion about how the intelligence community should 

operate.  We can deduce, based on Lakoff and Johnson’s metaphor-based theory of 

language, that the frequent reference to a “connect the dots” metaphor of intelligence 

by media and pundits is indicative of deep, fundamental perceptions of how intelligence 

work functions.  According to Bruce and George, those perceptions are wrong.   

 At least one other scholar of the intelligence community has noticed invocation 

of the “connect the dots” metaphor and also takes issue with it, and particularly with its 

implications for how the intelligence community operates.  Mark Lowenthal complains 

that “this condescending and demeaning phrase *connect the dots+—which equates 

intelligence analysis with a child’s diversion—has entered the common parlance as a 

pervasive and repeated analytical flaw.  But the repeated use of the ‘connect the dots’ 

phrase has serious implications or the future of intelligence analysis ” ( “Transition” 

227).  Later Lowenthal expands upon his objections to the metaphor, writing that “the 

subtextual message of ‘connect the dots’—and of several other reduction ad absurdum 

views of analysis, such as ‘looking for nuggets’—is that the ‘truth’ of any intelligence 

problem is ultimately knowable” (“Transition” 232).  Lowenthal is implicitly 

acknowledging the powerful framing qualities of descriptive metaphors.  He recognizes 

that how we describe the intelligence community and its work has tangible effects for 

that same community.    
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The connect the dots metaphor is clearly a driving one for both intelligence 

community insiders and their critics, with tangible implications for what the public 

expects from the intelligence community—connected dots, correctly completed 

pictures—and how at a critically fundamental level intelligence analysis operates.  

Lowenthal recognizes the stakes of the “connect the dots” metaphor, and in dismissing 

it, offers an alternative:  

Much depends on how one views the analytical process.  Again, if the 

starting point is ‘dots’ or ‘nuggets,’ then intelligence analysis is reduced 

to finding single-point answers.  My own preferred metaphor for analysis 

is the creation of pearls.  It takes between three and six years for a 

bivalve mollusk to produce a pearl.  It is a slow, accretionary process. 

(“Transition” 232) 

Lowenthal’s discussion of the “connect the dots” metaphor is an extraordinary moment 

in the literature of the intelligence community, and not only because it offers what is 

probably the only reference to a “bivalve mollusk” in that literature.  What makes 

Lowenthal’s discussion so extraordinary, so out of the ordinary, is the degree to which 

he sees importance and consequences in the language of a particular metaphor.  The 

literature of the intelligence community is dominated by a remarkable indifference to 

language, by a total commitment to the modernist notion, as we’ve seen, that language 

can be rendered transparent, can become a neutral medium for the uncontaminated 

transmission of pure ideas.  The culture of the intelligence community is generally 
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inclined to dismiss metaphors of the type that Lowenthal examines, and that Hank and 

his rival feuded over, as irrelevant, as distractions from the “real” issues, and similarly 

tends to dismiss the analysts invested in the meanings of particular metaphors as self-

indulgent and non-rigorous practitioners of the intelligence discipline.   

Relatively few scholars of the intelligence community or intelligence 

professionals have articulated for the record their opinions about how language 

operates, that is, have not publicly proposed or subscribed to any explicit theories of 

language.  Kent and Heur are obvious exceptions.  For those of us who are inclined to 

recognize the power of language to shape thought, and not simply to convey thought, 

the intelligence community’s failure to consider the role of language in its work is 

troubling.  There is no comprehensive theory of language that governs or informs 

interpretive or communicative acts within the intelligence community (at a certain point 

any theory would be better than no theory).   

In the discipline of economics, McCloskey calls such multiple and competing 

perspectives on language “attitudes toward discourse” and argues that “economists 

have two attitudes toward discourse, the official and the unofficial, the explicit and the 

implicit” (141).  Similarly, it would be misrepresentative to call the intelligence 

community’s multiple and competing perspectives on language “theories.”  “Theory” by 

its very nature implies a certain amount of reflection and explicit consideration, and the 

very problem with many of the attitudes towards language in the intelligence 

community is that they are unconsidered, uncritically adopted.  They are often assumed 
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as givens.  The label of “theory” also implies a unity of explanation and practice.  For 

example, Lakoff and Johnson explain a metaphor-based model of language in which 

metaphors shape, as well as reflect, human thought processes.  And Lakoff and Johnson 

write, they practice, accordingly, using metaphors in their own work, as well as 

unpacking common metaphors in an attempt to reveal the thought processes that 

inform a particular metaphor, that inform a particular mode of human thought.  So, the 

metaphor-based theory of language that Lakoff and Johnson offer is a theory in part 

because their explanations and practices of language are concomitant, are in accord 

with one another, or, at least, because they attempt to keep their explanations and 

practices in accord.  The intelligence community’s explanations and practices of 

language are often out of sync, not in accord.   

Lowenthal’s discussion of the connect the dots metaphor should be considered 

an example of an implicit explanation of language, for Lowenthal certainly intuits the 

metaphor-based theory of language that Lakoff and Johnson describe.  However, 

Lowenthal does not appear to be aware of how his reading of the metaphor in turn 

connects to the metaphor-based theory of language, nor does he seem aware of the 

larger issues that are raised when we consider the importance of a framing metaphor.  

He does seem to realize that his own reaction to the connect the dots metaphor, and his 

proposal of an alternative metaphor, might have profound implications for how the 

intelligence community perceives itself, for how it is perceived by the broader public, 

and for how it conducts its work on a day-to-day basis.  
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 The many and idiosyncratic opinions about language circulating within the 

intelligence community are not theories, not only because those opinions have not been 

critically considered, but also are not theories of language because they are 

schizophrenically explained and practiced, which is to say that intelligence community 

analysts may espouse a particular explanation of how language works and at the same 

time engage in a contradictory practice, a contradictory use of language.  This is 

precisely the self-contradictory situation when Kent advices writers not to use 

metaphors and then himself goes on to use extended metaphors.  McCloskey observes a 

similar phenomenon in economists, writing of their attitudes towards language, which 

she categorizes as “official” and “unofficial,” that “the official attitude obstructs their 

view of how they actually argue” (141).  The intelligence community needs to rethink 

both its “official” theories and “unofficial” practices of language. 

Even though Kent and Heur have advocated, and successfully, a mathematical 

model of language for the intelligence community, there is no singular model of 

language governing discourse within the intelligence community. That there is not might 

on the one hand be expected. It’s a large community, composed of many individuals 

with varied backgrounds, educations, and agendas.  Instead of a theory of language the 

intelligence community has multiple and competing ideologies of language, positions 

adopted through practice and assumption, and not frequently explicitly considered.  I 

think though that the intelligence community would be well served to devote some time 

and energy thinking quite explicitly about the role of language in its work.  That thinking 
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should take under consideration more contemporary theories of language, like Lakoff’s, 

and be more suspicious of outmoded theories, like those inherited from modernism.  In 

many ways, what I am calling for is an analysis and rethinking of the role of language in 

the intelligence community that only the intelligence community itself is capable of 

conducting.  I would hope though that the intelligence community would draw on the 

expertise of theorists like Mailloux and Lakoff in conducting such a study.   

 In the introduction to The Rhetoric of Economics, Deirde McCloskey writes, 

“Good scientists also use language.  The best scientists, the Goulds and Feynmans and 

the like, use it with self-awareness.  Using scientific language wide awake requires 

attention to the other minds present when you speak” (xix).  I hope that the final 

chapter of this dissertation will be able to show that the intelligence community does 

not comprise a true scientific discipline, but McCloskey’s point still applies—the best 

uses of scientific language are rhetorically aware.  I take the phrase “the other minds 

present when you speak” to mean that scientists must have a sense of audience, a 

classical maxim that the sophists of ancient Greece would quickly recognize, and the 

same sense of audience that persists in most contemporary articulations of rhetoric as 

well.  In short, the intelligence community needs to use language with more self-

awareness, to be more conscious and critical of its own theoretical positions.  The 

intelligence community needs to move from a confederation of unconsciously adopted 

and practiced ideologies of language to a theory of language that can help it to do its 

work.   
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Nurturing Parents and Strong Fathers in the Intelligence Community 

 I hope that the mathematical metaphor and associated ideology of language 

advocated by Kent and Heur, and currently applied to some extent to National 

Intelligence Estimates, appears unviable.  It is unviable.  And more importantly, it puts 

our intelligence community at risk of repeating grave failures, by lending an 

unwarranted sense of certainty to language; but communicative acts, we know, will 

always be shrouded in at least some degree of uncertainty.  Despite the somewhat 

naïve mathematical model, important thinking is being done in the intelligence 

community, important research and analysis that will shape our future world in very 

tangible ways.  Perhaps the ultimate question for this chapter is, how do we help?   

 Hank and his rival, who disagreed over the meaning of the carrot and stick 

metaphor and about whether North Korean ground forces were deployed offensively or 

defensively, served each other the broader intelligence community by clinging to their 

disagreement.  As Lakoff’s work reveals, the differing perspectives those two analysts 

held on the North Korean problem very well may have been informed by their very 

different value systems, one looking at the world through the eyes of a “Strict Father,” 

and the other viewing that same world through the eyes of a “Nurturing Parent.”   

 In Moral Politics George Lakoff describes the Strict Father perspective as one 

that “takes as background the view that the world is a fundamentally dangerous place” 

(65).  Lakoff goes on to describe the Strict Father perspective on the world as a 

perspective wherein authoritarian fathers punish bad behavior in their families, where 
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discipline is expected and “survival is a matter of competition” (65-67).  The Strict Father 

perspective is contrasted with the Nurturing Parent perspective. The Nurturing Parent 

perspective values not so much authority, but mutual respect, and the parental role is 

one primarily of providing protection, rather than discipline (108-110).   

Hank saw the world through the eyes of a Strict Father, and this in turn caused 

him to see North Korea as wayward, as a child in need of both reward and punishment, 

at appropriate times.  The Strict Father perspective completely shaped how Hank read 

the disposition of North Korean ground forces.  Hanks rival operated with a Nurturing 

Parent perspective on the world.  Similarly, the rival’s analysis of the situation in North 

Korea was profoundly influenced by his very different Nurturing Parent point of view.  

With such different perspectives, it is unlikely that the two would ever have come to a 

mutual agreement about how North Korean ground forces were arrayed, barring, say, a 

North Korean invasion of its southern neighbor.   

We are used to seeking consensus in our rhetorical undertakings, at least in 

principle.  In many scenarios that impulse is a good one.  But I would like to propose that 

it is actually a very bad impulse in the intelligence community. In the intelligence 

community we need disagreement, vociferous, boisterous, passionate disagreement.  

By disagreeing so consistently with one another Hank and his rival pushed each other 

analytically.  The rivalry, despite its perhaps petty origins, probably improved the quality 

of their analysis.  “Competitive analysis,” in which analysts offer rival and competing 

analyses of the same intelligence problem, is already an ambition in the intelligence 
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community.  The intelligence community and American people were well served by the 

passionate disagreement between Hank and his rival, and were particularly well served 

by their inability to come to a consensus.  The question is how to institutionalize such 

disagreement.   

 Policymakers must at some point come to agreements.  They are responsible for 

taking action in government.  The intelligence community is not supposed to set policy.  

That bar is what has led so many to try to form the intelligence community into an 

apolitical discipline.  This is the wrong approach.  Instead, the intelligence community 

should take positions on issues, but always multiple positions.  The very problem in the 

pre-invasion WMD intelligence is that no one within the intelligence community was 

seriously arguing that Iraq might not be harboring WMDs, not even as a so-called devil’s 

advocate.  The intelligence community needs to find a way to institutionalize 

disagreement.  

 There might be many ways to do such a thing. In addition to coming up with a 

more contemporarily informed theory of language, one that values dissent and multiple 

competing perspectives, a model that accommodates and values uncertainty, the 

intelligence community also needs to find a way to play devil’s advocate with itself.  One 

method might be to actually hire someone like Lakoff to come up with a test capable of 

measuring whether an individual looks at the world through a Strict Father or Nurturing 

Parent lens.  Managers could then ensure that individuals with each perspective are 

assigned to study intelligence problems.  Rather than coming to an absolute consensus 
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on an issue, those analysts could then pass on their two or three competing 

perspectives to policymakers, who could then makes policy decisions.  Perhaps this isn’t 

the particular solution the intelligence community needs.  But it certainly seems to be 

the type of solution the community needs, given its recent failures and its inability to 

navigate the mediating effects of language in its day-to-day work.   
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Chapter Three: Writing in the Intelligence Community 

 I hope that I have already made clear that the misbegotten invasion of Iraq in 

2003 is a critical, if not the critical, point of exigence for this dissertation.  Importantly, 

that invasion and the political circumstances allowing for it were set in motion not only 

by Bush Administration policies and a neoconservative doctrine of “preemptive” war, 

but also by complementary written intelligence products, and by one product in 

particular—the October 2002 National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) titled “Iraq’s 

Continuing Program for Weapons of Mass Destruction.”  Because NIEs are the most 

authoritative and comprehensive documents that the intelligence community produces, 

they tend to exert more influence over the policymakers who read the estimates than 

other, less comprehensive intelligence documents.  Unfortunately, to date only a 

relatively small portion of the October 2002 NIE has been released to the public, and 

thus is only available for analysis in a very limited sense.   

But we don’t need access to the entire October 2002 NIE in order to know its 

influence, for the WMD Commission was convened largely to investigate the accuracy of 

that specific document (WMD Commission 10-11).  The WMD Commission’s mandate to 

investigate the October 2002 NIE is an unambiguous indication that the document was 

key to launching the invasion.  The October 2002 NIE allowed politicians in both the 

executive and legislative branches of the federal government to make the case for 

invasion, mistakenly arguing as it did that Iraq was in late 2002 still aggressively and 
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deceptively pursuing weapons of mass destruction programs.  The NIE, which essentially 

summarizes its thesis in its title—“Iraq’s Continuing Program for Weapons of Mass 

Destruction”—is a written document.  And the intelligence community’s writing is the 

subject of this chapter. 

The WMD Commission and many journalists have investigated the accuracy of 

the October 2002 NIE’s claims, and I won’t undertake here to redo that work.  Instead, 

this chapter makes a claim about the nature of writing in the intelligence community 

that may initially appear counterintuitive; essentially, I argue that it’s not only what the 

intelligence community writes that is important, but that how it writes might actually be 

equally important. 

Behind the problems with how the intelligence community writes is an 

antiquated notion of what writing is, how writing should be undertaken, and the role of 

writing in cognition.  I’ll explore these problematic notions of writing before moving into 

a discussion of something I call, after Richard Lanham, the economics of attention 

dilemma.  The economics of attention dilemma describes an inverse relationship 

between policymakers (“deciders”) and the written information that they receive, which 

actually decreases in length and detail the higher the policymaker’s rank.  A rigid 

devotion to the quality of “clarity” in intelligence writing may also oversimplify 

discussions of complex problems, with dangerous results.  The need for factual accuracy 

in the content of the intelligence community’s written documents is obvious.  I’m 

arguing for something less obvious though.  In sum, the intelligence community’s 
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antiquated notions of writing, its crunch under the economics of attention dilemma, and 

its dogged pursuit of clarity all indicate that how the intelligence community writes may 

be as important as what it writes.   

Many notable workplace writing studies of other extra-academic communities 

have now been conducted.  Dorothy Winsor’s Writing Power and Beverly Sauer’s 

Rhetoric of Risk are examples of workplaces studies that explain the particulars of 

written communication in engineering and the coal mining industry, respectively.  

Sometimes the subjects of workplace studies are simply not self-conscious about their 

writing practices, but perhaps equally often they are.  My intention is not simply to 

point out what the intelligence community may be doing wrong—and there may be 

plenty of that—but also to posit a reason why.  As I’ve noted several times already, the 

intelligence community is full of smart people.  If their attitudes towards writing and 

writing education are out of sync with contemporary composition theory, there might 

be some very good reasons for why, and if there are, I’ll try to discover those reasons 

and point them out.  But the question, fundamentally, is not really whether or not 

current intelligence writing practices are in accord with the current tenets of rhetoric 

and composition.  Instead we should investigate whether or not the intelligence 

community’s writing practices might have some unintended, and undesirable, 

consequences.  If we find an undesired consequence, is not enough simply to identify it.  

We must identify its cause, and attempt to offer a cure.   
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 In the specific case of the intelligence community though, much has been said, 

both by scholars and intelligence professionals, about writing in that community, albeit 

in offhand or ancillary ways.  Despite the proliferation of isolated comments about 

writing in the intelligence community, and even the recent publication of a writing 

textbook aimed at the intelligence community (more on it in the following section), no 

systematic study of writing in that community has yet been undertaken.  This chapter 

also does not contend to be such a study per se.  Without generous, cooperative, and 

unrestrained access to intelligence analysts, their products, their audiences, and their 

managers, no such study could honestly be undertaken.  Workplace studies such as 

Winsor’s, Sauer’s, and Latour, Woolgar, and Salk’s Laboratory Life, or Clay Spinuzzi’s 

Network, are possible only when researchers are granted broad access to employees 

and the documents that those employees generate, and commensurate freedom to 

report their findings.  Without the benefits of such access I have had to rely on different 

methodologies, and my arguments are drawn from as many intelligence community 

sources that deal with writing as I could locate.       

 

Writing Education in the Intelligence Community 

In 2008 the first intelligence community specific writing textbook was published, 

authored by forty-year intelligence veteran and Joint Military Intelligence College (JMIC) 

faculty member James Major.   Major’s first writing textbook, and the first textbook of 

its kind, Communicating with Intelligence: Writing and Briefing in the Intelligence and 
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National Security Communities, was published by Scarecrow Press, a subsidiary of The 

Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group.  Communicating with Intelligence offers a rare 

glimpse into the intelligence community’s theories and practices of writing education.38   

While the intelligence community has conducted in-house education for its analysts on 

how to write for years, in programs of varying degrees of formality, none of the curricula 

for those programs have been made available to the public, until now.   

 Communicating with Intelligence begins with a hard-sell, a foreword by retired 

intelligence professional Herbert Meyer that serves three primary purposes: first, it 

makes a case as to why writing is so critical a skill for intelligence analysts; next, Meyer 

identifies a gap in training literature, a gap that Communicating with Intelligence is 

                                                 
38 Major has a second writing textbook titled Writing Classified and Unclassified Papers for National 
Security (2009).  I don’t provide a discussion of it here because it is essentially a condensation of 
Communicating with Intelligence, repeating many passages verbatim. 

The publication of Major’s textbooks by a private press leads me to believe something larger, but 
only tangentially related to my own project, might be at play here.  In the post-9/11 context, many 
universities have begun adding degree programs in intelligence analysis and “homeland security.”  This 
development, while clearly driven by recent history, is nonetheless in many respects perplexing.  As this 
dissertation points out at almost every turn, there is no unified or established discipline of intelligence or 
intelligence analysis.  Universities with such programs will either have to construct the discipline and a 
supporting literature ad hoc, something the intelligence community itself has failed to accomplish despite 
much effort, or universities offering such programs will have to admit that the programs are designed to 
bring in tuition dollars, prioritizing inward cash flow over pedagogically sound education.  I’m not sure 
how such programs intend to design or teach a curriculum for a field that no one has yet been wholly 
successful in even describing. Investigating new collegiate programs related to intelligence analysis seems 
a rich avenue of inquiry, and timely, but would be beyond the scope of this dissertation.  Historically, the 
federal government has produced its own training materials, for its own exclusive use.  The publication of 
Major’s textbooks with a private press leads me to believe that the texts are designed to appeal largely to 
the emerging market in non-governmental intelligence education programs, which would presumably 
have limited access to the government’s internally produced and published training materials.   
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intended to fill; finally, and critically, Meyer articulates a specific philosophy of writing 

for intelligence analysts. 39 

 To illustrate his first point, Meyer breaks the role of the intelligence analyst 

down into two primary functions, claiming that “to succeed as an intelligence officer you 

must do two things.  First, you have to be right—you have to project the future 

accurately” (xiii).   As counterintuitive as it may sound, I would argue that an intelligence 

analyst does not always need to be right—indeed it would be impossible.  Instead, an 

intelligence analyst needs first to be frank about uncertainties, rather than over-

committed to a position that they personally feel is “right.”   

“Second,” Majors adds, “you must deliver your predictions to the president, and 

to his national security team, clearly enough so they can grasp what lies before them—

and soon enough so they have sufficient time to act.  Simply put, an effective 

intelligence officer must combine the talents of judgment and communication” (xiii).  

Meyer’s second point, that analysts (he uses the term “officers,” but the two terms are 

effectively interchangeable) must be effective communicators, I take no issue with, and 

indeed that notion is the exigence for this entire dissertation.  I’m most concerned with 

the two fundamental qualities that Meyer asserts as primary for effective 

communicators, clarity and timeliness (speed).   Meyer is, as we’ll see later in this 

                                                 
39 According to the biographic note at the end of his forward in Communicating with Intelligence, 
“Herbert E. Meyer served during the Reagan administration as special assistant to the Director of Central 
Intelligence and vice chairman of the National Intelligence Council.  He is author of Real-World Intelligence 
and coauthor, with his wife Jill, of How to Write.  He is also author of ‘How to Analyze Information: A Step-
by-Step Guide to Life’s Most Vital Skill,’ which is available online at www.howtoanalyzeinformation.com” 
(xv).   
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chapter, contributing to a univocal conversation when he equates the ideal 

manifestation of intelligence writing with clarity.   

 Moving directly from his emphasis on clarity and timeliness in intelligence 

writing, Meyer next identifies a gap in the intelligence training literature: “while a great 

deal has been written about the issue of judgment—some of it by me—less has been 

written for intelligence professionals about the issue of communication” (xiv).   And thus 

the exigence for Communicating with Intelligence; “even a brilliant projection of the 

future is worthless,” Meyer continues, “if it isn’t delivered to policy makers so clearly, 

and so concisely, that even the dimmest among them cannot fail to grasp it” (xiv).  I wish 

that this particular moment in Meyer’s forward could be dismissed as hyperbole.  But it 

cannot.   

Meyer’s is an awfully tall order, for history shows with painful emphasis precisely 

how dim our policymakers can be.  I wonder if the effort to be so clear and so concise 

might be contributor to, rather than an ameliorator of, exactly the conditions that 

conspired to so perfectly bungle the intelligence that allowed the September 11th 

attacks to occur, and the entirely incorrect pre-Iraq invasion WMD intelligence.  It is too 

early in the analysis of this chapter to even attempt to make such a judgment, but 

Meyer’s championing of clarity gives a quite transparent indication of the intelligence 

community’s priorities when it comes to writing.  His position is, well, both clear and 

concise.   
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 Finally, after arguing for a perhaps impossible standard of communication, a 

standard that would compel policymakers to see, think, and understand with absolute 

clarity, Meyer reveals the philosophy of writing through which this grand goal is to be 

achieved.   “When you set out to write an intelligence report, or estimate, or the text of 

a briefing,” Meyer instructs, “actually writing it is the last thing you do, not the first” 

(xiv).  Sound enough so far.  Current theories of composition, despite their abundance 

and differences on other points, generally agree that much research and “prewriting” is, 

or should be, undertaken before either a student or a professional sits down to produce 

their final written product.  But here Meyer diverges dramatically from contemporary 

wisdom and fifty years-worth of research in composition theory.   

Meyer emphasizes that, “most important of all, you’ve got to know what it is you 

want to say.  In other words, you’ve got to do all of your thinking before you start to 

write” (xiv, original emphasis).   Meyer’s advice directly contradicts those contemporary 

philosophies of writing that, ever since Peter Elbow (Writing Without Teachers 1973), 

Janet Emig (The Composing Processes of Twelfth Graders 1971), and Flower and Hays 

(“The Cognition of Discovery”1980), have recognized the act of writing itself as a 

heuristic, as itself an almost entirely unique generative process through which we 

synthesize knowledge.  Instead, Meyer and the intelligence community he represents 

are invested in a far older model of communication, a model in which writing serves as a 

simple conduit of communication, a model in which individuals transmit unproblematic 

information via writing, just as Exxon might pump oil through a pipeline from the Gulf 
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Coast to a refinery in Texas City.  Not surprisingly, this perspective on communication is 

often, and disparagingly, referred to as the “conduit model” by scholars and teachers 

versed in more contemporary notions of communication and rhetoric.40    

 Meyer’s insistence that analysts somehow segregate their thinking processes 

from their writing processes is also in direct opposition to the advice of a fellow 

intelligence community author, Jeffery Cooper, who in “Curing Analytic Pathologies” 

writes that “There should be greater recognition of the propaedeutic and heuristic roles 

of writing—as tools of discovery and learning—for the analyst; writing is not just a 

method of transmitting information to the user” (43).  That two contemporary experts 

could hold and promote such radically opposed notions of writing from within the same 

professional community is an indication that something is up for grabs here, that there 

is an institutional struggle underway as to how communication, and writing in particular, 

will be viewed, taught, and practiced within the intelligence community in the future.  

My fear is that Meyer and his philosophical allies are carrying the day, if for no other 

reason than that Cooper’s is the only such perspective I have discovered within the 

intelligence community in all of my research.  Meyer’s attitude though seems to enjoy 

wide currency among intelligence professionals, for his is the attitude represented in 

Communicating with Intelligence, the only textbook addressing writing in the 

intelligence community.   

                                                 
40 The phenomenon of this essential framing metaphor was first described in 1979 by Michael Reddy in 
his essay “The Conduit Metaphor.”   
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 Similarly, Meyer’s admonition to analysts to think through issues in their entirety 

before even engaging in the act of writing is no passing moment.  He continues, 

“indeed, the most common mistake among intelligence professionals—among 

professionals of all kinds, in fact—is that they start to write too soon, on the theory that 

their thoughts will somehow organize themselves while their fingers strike the 

keyboard” (xiv).  Writers’ thoughts, we know through both qualitative and quantitative 

research, do indeed “organize themselves” in the midst of the act of writing, and indeed 

the act of writing is now recognized widely as a direct route to the production of 

knowledge, rather than the simple transmission of knowledge (Emig “Mode”).   

For emphasis, Meyer draws a specious analogy: “that’s a bit like believing that a 

recipe for tonight’s dinner will somehow emerge if you just start throwing ingredients 

into the pot.  Unless you’re a genius—and you’re not—this won’t work” (xiv-xv).  But his 

analogy simply doesn’t hold. Plenty of cooks, and not only the genius ones, do cook by 

simply throwing things into a pot, and cook well by doing it.41  The trick is, those cooks 

aren’t throwing random ingredients into the pot.  Similarly, writing can be and is a 

generative epistemological moment for all of us non-geniuses.  Likewise though, we do 

not throw words upon the page randomly.  Meyer’s comparison is simultaneously naïve 

                                                 
41 For proof, treat yourself to a viewing of several episodes of Iron Chef, ideally the original, dubbed 
Japanese version, though the more recent American incarnation of the show will do almost as well.  I 
would also point out that, after Lakoff, this is a good example of the metaphor Meyer deploys giving a 
very frank look into the writer’s mind.  The metaphor is untrue to experiences that many of us have lived 
and /or observed, and thus Meyer’s thinking, and the much more important claim that the metaphor is 
intended to support, might just be similarly problematic.  This may seem a trivial observation, but it might 
just as easily be profound.   
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and patronizing, presuming as it does to understand the cognitive workings of a process 

he clearly hasn’t studied, or even reviewed in the relevant literatures, and advocating a 

model of writing that simply doesn’t seem practice-able, let alone practical.  

 Meyer has clearly found his hobby-horse though, and his stern admonitions are 

relentless.  Immediately after his specious cooking analogy, he begins the following 

paragraph with the dictate that “You’ve got to do all your thinking—all your thinking—

before you start writing” (xv, original emphasis).  After a brief acknowledgment of the 

need for minor changes during the writing process—“deleting points that don’t work 

out and by inserting ideas and points that suddenly pop into your head as you work” —

Meyer hammers upon his mantra in a final, sustained series of blows: 

But if you haven’t thought through the issue clearly and completely and 

reached your conclusions before you start writing, you’re going to find 

yourself in trouble.  In fact, when you’re in the middle of writing 

something and you suddenly find yourself “stuck”—this is often called 

“writer’s block”—it’s an indicator that you started writing too soon, 

before you had your facts organized and before you’d reached your 

conclusions.  When this happens, just stop writing.  Then take time to 

figure out what’s missing—facts or conclusions—before you start again.  

(xv) 

I am inclined to argue the direct contrary, that is, that the very idea of “clearly and 

completely” reaching ones conclusions before one starts writing might be the very 
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phenomenon that led to the faulty pre-invasion Iraqi WMD intelligence, that is, that 

analysts may have, and indeed probably did, reach their faulty conclusions before ever 

sitting down to write reams of mistaken intelligence products.  Those intelligence 

products erroneously asserted that Iraq harbored robust WMD production programs, 

perhaps precisely because analysts came to a set of conclusions before they gathered in 

committee and drafted the October 2002 NIE.   

If you only sit down to write after you have “completely reached your 

conclusions,” what chance is there to revise your own thoughts?  Does such a method 

lend itself to anything other than confirmation bias and groupthink?  The answer, like 

most answers in rhetoric, probably depends on several factors.  In a case like the one 

that Meyer describes, how an analyst arrived at those conclusions is quite important.  If 

an analyst simply makes an argument and then sets out to prove the argument, we have 

set the conditions for confirmation bias.  That appears by many accounts to be what 

happened in the case of Iraq.  If, on the other hand, the analyst sets out to refute their 

hypothesis, alternatives and other possibilities are more likely to present themselves.  

Those alternative analytical possibilities need too to be represented in the writing that is 

ultimately transmitted to policymakers.   

 Process oriented theories of composition arose in part as a response to the type 

of opinion Meyer expresses here.  Having to completely “think through” your argument 

before sitting down to write is actually itself a contributor to “writer’s block.”  The 

process movement realized the heuristic qualities of writing, and sought to teach writers 
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to think through problems as they wrote, rather than before they wrote.  While the 

process movement has passed its zenith, the idea that writing is a generative 

epistemological act during which new information is constructed has endured.  Meyer 

though offers no less than a likely formula for confirmation bias and groupthink. Not 

only is his advice impractical—who indeed would ever complete a dissertation, book, or 

extensive intelligence report if they had to have reached all of their conclusions before 

attempting to write?—but it seems virtually guaranteed to lead analysts astray.  Writing, 

in short, must be viewed as a critical generative step in knowledge production—not a 

final, secondary mode of pure transmission. It turns out that in the case of Iraq, no 

American intelligence analysts seriously considered the possibility that Iraq might not be 

harboring illicit weapons of mass destruction programs (WMD Commission 3).  Quite 

simply, the writing process Meyer describes does not provide opportunities for new 

discoveries during the act of writing.   

 In the case of the pre-invasion intelligence, no analysts appear to have 

considered that Iraq and its leadership might be more afraid of its neighbor Iran, with 

which it had already fought one recent and horribly bloody war, than it was of the 

United States.  The fact that no such alternative theories were entertained by analysts 

may have been the result of exactly the problematic writing method that Meyer 

advocates.  For analysts following Meyer’s advice, such previously unconsidered 

possibilities have no chance of arising during the writing process.  Meyer’s process, if 

rigidly adhered to, precludes the possibility of heuristic discovery during the writing 
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process, the very type of discovery that decades’ worth of composition research has 

shown to be one of the great benefits of the actual act of writing.   

 Problematically, Meyer’s is the departure point from which Communicating with 

Intelligence begins, and while I do think that the textbook’s author, James Major, has a 

slightly more nuanced view of the generative and heuristic properties of writing, 

Meyer’s forward leaves no ambiguity as to the philosophy governing intelligence writing 

that dominates the remainder of the textbook, and presumably also currently 

dominating writing practices in the broader intelligence community.   

 In her introduction to Communicating with Intelligence, Scarecrow Press 

Professional Intelligence Education Series editor Jan Goldman informs readers that 

James Major, “was the director of the writing center at the federal government’s only 

accredited postsecondary school for intelligence education; and throughout his earlier 

career in the military, his passion for writing never waned” (xxiv).42  Because no formal 

training in writing pedagogy is mentioned, I can’t help but wonder if in his writing 

textbook Major is reinventing the wheel, so to speak.  He seems to be working through 

many of the issues that our discipline has devoted decades’ worth of research to.  His 

work might be easier, and more able to promote and epistemologically rich system of 

writing, if he were familiar with research in rhetoric and composition.    

I want to be quite quick to point out that experience is a profoundly able 

educator, but as a compositionist I immediately wonder how versed Major is in the 

                                                 
42 Communicating with Intelligence is the first volume in the Professional Intelligence Education Series. 
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primary works of composition theory, given especially that much of contemporary 

scholarship, which has been borne out by both qualitative and quantitative study, is at 

first impression quite counterintuitive.  For example, those unfamiliar with recent 

composition scholarship might at first blush find Meyer’s perspective on writing 

perfectly intuitive and logical. 43  After all, the method that Meyer promotes—map your 

argument, create an outline, stick to the outline—is how many of us were first taught to 

write.  Never mind that subsequent research has shown Meyer’s philosophy of writing 

to be almost wholly wrong, and in fact counter-productive.   

The research simply doesn’t bear Meyer’s perspective out. I am all for practical 

wisdom, but given the time, money and energy devoted to composition research 

annually, I would hope that the connection between that research and those it should 

benefit, like our intelligence professionals, would be stronger.  The pages you’ve read in 

this chapter so far contain more references to works in composition theory than Major’s 

420-page textbook.  With the exception of four or five works by Peter Elbow and Andrea 

Lunsford, the only composition resources Major refers to regularly or lists in his 

bibliography are grammar and rhetoric handbooks, the liabilities of which are well 

documented (Hartwell).  There is a disconnection between Major’s textbook and an 

entire field of research.   

                                                 
43 I am being generous by using the word “recent,” for what we are really talking about is the past 50 
years worth of composition scholarship.   
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The disconnection represents a failure of the discipline of rhetoric and those of 

us that inhabit it as much as it does intelligence professionals like Meyer and Major who 

are largely ignorant of our work.  The responsibility is not only theirs.  The failure to 

connect recent research in composition to contemporary practice in the intelligence 

community represents a failure within both the intelligence community, which should 

constantly seek to improve its knowledge-building practices, and a failure of 

composition scholars, who need to more aggressively promote our insights into writing 

processes to writing communities outside of the academy.  The intelligence community 

would never attempt to launch a spy satellite without soliciting the expertise of 

physicists.  What does it say about the discipline of rhetoric and composition that the 

intelligence community (and plenty of other communities) is willing to launch doomed 

writing programs without consulting us or even our literature?  As a discipline, we must 

address this marginalization head on.    

After the preliminary material provided by Meyer and Goldman, Major 

undertakes the main body of his text with one primary perspective in mind.  Quite 

directly, Major writes that “the most basic skill required of the intelligence professional 

is the ability to write” (30).  Major though is heavily invested in a model of writing based 

on the problematic concept of clarity.  He instructs readers that “the point is this: in 

intelligence writing, clarity is second only to accuracy in importance” (37).  Accuracy is a 

difficult thing to define in intelligence writing, and probably in any type of writing, but 

especially when an analyst is dealing with hypothetical situations and predictions, as 



 200 

intelligence analysts often are, and seeking to construct clear conclusions from the 

fragmentary and incomplete evidence collected through clandestine spying.   Like Meyer 

though, Major is heavily invested in pursuing “clarity” in intelligence community writing.   

Major complicates his position slightly when he writes that “a reader who spots 

inaccuracies may lose faith in the writer or question the author's sources; but if the 

writing is not clear, the reader will be lost” (37).  The adversative structure of this 

sentence is particularly confusing.  Is the “but” conjunction an indicator that it is worse 

for a reader to be “lost” than for the reader to “lose faith in the writer or question the 

author’s sources”?  Or, is the construction of Major’s sentence intended to convey that 

the presumed negative effect of unclear writing is simply different in nature than the 

presumed negative effect of inaccurate writing?  It simply isn’t—and pardon the 

indulgence—clear what Major means in this case, an indicator that perhaps Major, and 

everyone else who is in such hot pursuit of the clarity hobgoblin, is after a canard.  But 

of course, clarity itself is not the problem.  Clarity becomes a problem though when it 

becomes instead simplicity, when in an attempt to be clear a writer over-simplifies a 

complex or nuanced idea.  Or when a writer, pursuing clarity, presents ambiguous data 

as decisive. 

Coming as it does on the heels of Meyer’s similar appeal to clarity—in which 

clarity is the only means through which to overcome the intellectual failings of the 

dimmest of policymakers—it begins to appear that Major’s conviction that clarity is of 

such importance might come from a very cynical place.  Is the almost universal appeal to 
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clarity in the intelligence community’s collective philosophy of writing the result of a 

series of negative experiences with policymakers?  In which policymakers misread 

intelligence products?   Begetting a vicious cycle in which, frustrated, and with few other 

options, intelligence professionals have had no choice other than to dumb down their 

written products in pursuit of an elusive style of writing so clear that even the 

“dimmest,” most biased, or corrupt policymaker could comprehend their text?   Is the 

pursuit of clarity an effort to ensure that intelligence products are not corrupted by 

unscrupulous policymakers?  There are likely no definitive answers for my questions, 

but it doesn’t stretch credibility to imagine that unscrupulous or simply harried 

policymakers may have precipitated the intelligence community’s cult-like worship of an 

unattainable clarity in its writing.  I’ll address these questions and the issue of clarity in 

intelligence writing more thoroughly later in this chapter.   

Unfortunately, the pursuit of absolute clarity seems to produce a spiraling effect.  

Consider another one of Major’s admonitions, again the result of his dogged pursuit of 

clarity.  “There is no place,” Major writes, “in the main body of a document for detailed 

facts and figures, complicated charts, or explanations of complex analytical 

methodologies” (17).  Composition research in the sciences has repeatedly shown that 

methods sections are critical to establishing a credible scientific ethos.  We know, in 

fact, that many scientific readers turn directly to their colleagues’ methods sections 

precisely to determine if the remainder of a scientific article is worth reading (Charney 

“Reading”).  If a savvy scientific reader is suspicious of the methods outlined, she is likely 
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not to bother reading the remainder of the article, not even considering its conclusions.  

In the humanities, methods sections are usually less clearly demarcated, but similarly 

are fundamental to establishing a scholar’s credibility.  Interestingly, Major never 

advocates the elision of methods sections on the basis that policymakers would not 

understand the technical aspects of those methods. 

Major’s caveat “in the main body of a document” likely indicates that he feels 

that such explanations of methodology should appear in the appendixes of intelligence 

documents, but, given the “economics of attention” crunch that policymakers and other 

harried readers of intelligence products likely face (more on this dilemma in the next 

section), the relegation of methods sections to appendixes likely ensures that those 

methods will never be critically examined.  Policymakers simply don’t have time to read 

such marginalized material.  As a result, those readers are essentially taking on faith 

what analysts write.  Institutionally, formatting intelligence products in a manner that 

relegates analytical methods to the supplemental sections of documents significantly 

decreases the likelihood that those methods will be critically examined, making it more 

likely that poorly undertaken analysis will hold sway with policymakers, and making 

intelligence analysts complicit with the marginalization of important methodological 

information.  In cases where analysts must render a judgment when little or not 

evidence is available, it seems that a methods section outlining how the analysts came 

to their conclusions would be paramount to whether or not a policymaker deems the 

analysis credible.   
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A fundamental question arises:  who is responsible in this situation, the rushed 

policymaker who fails to examine the intelligence analyst’s methods section, or the 

intelligence community, which by assenting to relegate its methods to deeply buried 

appendixes seems to indicate to the rushed policymaker that such information simply 

isn’t important?  Such a system may, for quite cynical reasons, be in both parties’ best 

interests, as we’ll see in the following section.   

Much of Major’s writing advice for intelligence analysts is simply tired, and again, 

not supported by recent research in composition.  An example is his devotion to the 

value of outlining before undertaking a writing project.  Major advises: “I recommend 

that you start any project with an outline.  It helps you organize your thoughts and your 

focus on the topic at hand.  Sometimes the more you know about a subject, the more 

you need an outline to assist you in narrowing your focus.  Otherwise, you’ll find your 

writing frequently going off on a tangent” (122-23).  But the tangents might be precisely 

what intelligence community writers need to pursue, for it is the tangent, when we are 

engaged in the act of writing, that is most capable of leading to new insights.  If tangents 

aren’t pursued, new knowledge is not created, and established knowledge is not tested.   

By repeating time-worn advice on clarity and the outdated mechanics of 

outlining, Meyer and Major are at best only rehashing advice that Sherman Kent 

dispensed sixty years earlier.  In his 1947 text Writing History Kent warns undergraduate 

writers that “The first and most important rule is to be sure you know what you want to 

say and the order in which you wish to say it” (49).  How closely Meyer’s advice in the 
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preface sounds to Kent’s much older advice.  Similarly, Kent values organization above 

the heuristic qualities of the act of writing.  In Writing History Kent also warns that 

“writing out in full, patching and cutting, without any preliminary plan is an 

unnecessarily wasteful procedure.  The writer can escape a tremendous amount of 

painful revision by doing several abbreviated drafts of the essay while his large 

interpretive conceptions are jelling.  These are outlines” (49).  Kent may be offering here 

advice that we would now recognize as process oriented, albeit his recommendations 

are not as developed as those that the process movement would later come up with.  

Kent is writing his advice in 1947, before the discipline of composition studies even 

existed.  What is particularly interesting is that Major simply repeats Kent, and largely 

ignores decades’ worth of research into composition when creating his own writing 

textbook.   

  

Economics of Attention in Intelligence Community Writing  

 There is an expectation in the writing of the intelligence community that the 

more important the audience of a report, the more condensed the report should be.  

James Major offers one of the few explicit statements of this community-wide 

expectation.  “In general,” Major writes in Communicating with Intelligence, “the higher 

the rank, the shorter the paper should be” (117).  Major goes on to elaborate that 

“higher-ranking readers want concise papers without all the detail you might include for 

a colleague or peer” (117).  Whether they are military or political readers, these “higher-
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ranking” readers make the most important decisions.  In the hierarchical culture of the 

American military and political systems, higher-ranking individuals make decisions 

commensurate with their rank.  This is the definition of rank.  We bestow rank, whether 

through bureaucracy or elections, upon those who we most trust to make the most 

important decisions on our nation’s behalf.  But if Major’s advice is followed—and we 

have every reason to believe that it is—then the people making the most important 

decisions on our behalf are receiving the least detailed analyses upon which to base 

their decisions, the least information!  Rather than receiving the most information, as 

we might expect them to, they are receiving the most condensed information.  To be 

fair, Major is not himself advocating on behalf of the “higher-rank/shorter writing” 

phenomenon, but is reporting what is probably a fairly standard practice in both 

business and governmental writing.   

The inverse relationship between status (rank) and information in intelligence 

writing is the product of what I call, after Richard Lanham, the economics of attention 

dilemma.  Consider the premise of Lanham’s book The Economics of Attention: 

Normally we think that the phrase “information economy,” which we 

hear everywhere nowadays, makes some sense.  It is no longer physical 

stuff that is in short supply, we are told, but information about it.  So, we 

live in an “information economy.”  But information is not in short supply 

in the new economy.  We’re drowning in it.  What we lack is the human 

attention needed to make sense of it all.  It will be easier to find our place 
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in the new regime if we think of it as an economics of attention.  

Attention is the commodity in short supply. (xi) 

The problem in the intelligence community as well might just be that there is not a lack 

of information, but that there is a lack of human attention to make sense of all the 

information on hand.  And there aren’t enough analysts in the first place (Johnson 7).  

What analysts there are must sift through vast amounts of information, and then their 

own reports must compete with other processed data for the attention of policymakers, 

who then bear the ultimate responsibility for making decisions based upon the data that 

they receive.   

The economics of attention problem that Lanham describes is well-established in 

the intelligence community, where analysts are often writing for over-burdened military 

officers or policymakers who, because of their vast responsibilities, demand ever 

increasingly succinct and concise analysis.  In the constant press to deal with more and 

more apparently critically important international situations, consumers of intelligence 

have demanded increasingly concise intelligence products.  The economics of attention 

dilemma confronts intelligence community writers from two flanks, on the generative 

side when analysts must pick and choose from or condense vast amounts of data into 

their writing, and on the reception side when audiences demand impossibly concise 

written intelligence analyses.  The economics of attention dilemma is what compels 

Major to insist in his writing textbook that “the higher the rank, the shorter the paper 

should be.”   
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The first problem that directly confronts the effectiveness of the intelligence 

community’s written communications is the sheer volume of data that written 

intelligence products must account for.  There is no shortage of data for the intelligence 

community to analyze—the National Security Agency (NSA) intercepts far more signals 

communications, in far more languages, than it could possibly analyze and make sense 

of, and the National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency’s (NGA) overheard platforms 

capture far more images than analysts have time to comb through.  Our intelligence 

community is overloaded with data, and the policymakers that analysts serve are 

similarly “drowning in it,” a nasty combination in which the intelligence community’s 

written products have been increasingly truncated in order to accommodate more data, 

on more subjects, for a set of audiences that has not grown in size or accessibility in 

proportion to the increase in data.  Many scholars of the intelligence community have 

observed that it is not a lack of data that cripples the community, but it is a lack of 

human resources to make sense of, to analyze, the petabytes of data that the 

intelligence community regularly collects that is so analytically crippling (Johnson 7).   

The intelligence community’s constant submersion under vast quantities of data is a 

quintessential exemplar of the economics of attention dilemma.   

The overload of data and demands on policymakers’ time present a second 

economics of attention dilemma as well though.   Analysts have to worry about how to 

make their voices heard to the policymakers who are drowning in yet another sea of 

data, reports, and analyses, many of which may be critically important to national 
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security.  So, even when an analyst does succeed in processing a vast amount of 

information into a coherent report or analysis, they must then tailor their writing to 

compete for policymaker attention.  A dominant strategy seems to be to turn their 

analysis into a snippet, a sound byte.  The idea is that the analysis is so short that it costs 

the policymaker little time and attention to absorb.   

There might though be more productive strategies, such as writing longer, but 

more consistently accurate, analyses.  Shorter does not seem to be better in all cases, 

and yet that is the expectation in intelligence community writing.  Whatever the 

solution, Treverton and Gabbard, two RAND Corporation analysts, argue that: 

Harried policy officials often want "the answer"--single point 

predictions--even about mysteries and even if they know that quest is 

unreasonable.  Intelligence needs to be franker about what it can and 

cannot provide, defining its assessments as probabilities or ranges of 

answers.  Although this will be less satisfying to decisionmakers, who 

are pressed to act, a range of probably offers a richer portrayal of 

the actual intelligence, including what is known and not known, and 

therefore potentially forcing the decisionmaker to develop and address 

a much wider range of policy options. (17) 

Importantly, Treverton and Gabbard place the responsibility for combating the 

oversimplifying effects that have resulted in response to the economics of attention 

dilemma directly on the shoulders of the intelligence community.   
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When it came to writing, Sherman Kent, ubiquitous theorizer of intelligence 

work that he was, recognized the economics of attention dilemma far before Richard 

Lanham ever lent the phenomenon a name.  Kent writes in his tome Strategic 

Intelligence for American World Policy, which remains influential within the intelligence 

community, that “the imposition of a word limit forces the intelligence producers to be 

clear in their thought and concise in their presentation, and it enables the hurried 

consumer to consume while he runs” (176).  Kent wrote Strategic Intelligence before 

computers set the intelligence community awash in more data than it could handle, and 

refers instead to policymakers’ insistence on concise written intelligence analyses.  Kent 

obviously sees clarity and concision as the solution to the economics of attention 

dilemma.   

Compelling analysts to condense their analysis is one means of addressing the 

economics of attention dilemma.  The problem that Lanham theorizes through an 

economic metaphor, and that Kent recognized and anticipated in intelligence writing, is 

quite literally an economic problem in Deirdre McCloskey’s eyes, for “rhetoric is an 

economics of language, the study of how scarce means are allocated to the insatiable 

desires of people to be heard” (xx).  Given the gravity of the issues that the intelligence 

community presumably addresses in its writing, the desires of analysts to be heard—by 

commanding military officers and national policymakers and fellow analysts—are 

probably especially insatiable.  And reasonably so.   
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What results then is a predictable cycle, wherein, as Kent posits, analysts are 

quick to respond to the needs of their audiences, and in their insatiable desire to be 

heard over the other analysts and the other issues that compete for their audiences’ 

attention, savvy intelligence community writers compose increasingly dense analyses so 

as to meet their audiences’ demands in terms of length, and hopefully subsequently 

make themselves heard on substantive intelligence issues.  The competitive spirit 

implied and intended in the word “economics” in our culture signals that, ultimately, an 

individual piece of analysis may win the favor of or convince a policymaker on the basis 

of something as arbitrary and seemingly trivial as its length, rather than  or even despite 

the larger implications of its substantive content.  Ideally, a shortened, condensed 

report would retain rich information—would become informationally more dense.  Too 

often though shortened analyses might instead become oversimplified, as important 

information drops out in the act of shortening analytical prose.   

Both Lanham and McCloskey contend that rhetorical exchanges are 

fundamentally economic transactions.  To borrow from another, more fundamental 

science, rhetorical matter, in this perhaps strained and certainly extended metaphor, is 

being destroyed.  The obvious and simple solution for intelligence writers has been, in 

order to keep their audiences’ attention, to shorten their texts, to carve off important 

data from their reports.  Kent though, far more than his successors, also recognized the 

liabilities of the condensing solution, writing that 
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the result [hyper-shortened analyses], while necessary, is by no means an 

unalloyed good.  There is such a thing as a complicated idea; there is such 

a thing as so complicated an idea that cannot be expounded in 250 

words, or in two pie-charts, an assemblage of little men, little engines, 

and three-quarters of a little cotton bale.  The consumer who insists that 

no idea is too complicated for the 300-word summary is doing himself no 

favor.  (Strategic 176) 

By insisting on such abbreviated intelligence analysis, Kent argues that intelligence 

consumers deny themselves critical information, information that may reside in nuance 

too delicate to be expressed in “three-quarters of a little cotton bale,” thereby turning 

sophisticated ideas into bowdlerized textual summaries and elementary graphic 

representations.   

 Notice who Kent blames for this problem—the intelligence consumer, the 

policymakers who insist on ridiculously condensed summaries.  The intelligence 

community is undoubtedly responding to its audiences’ demands when it writes 

truncated intelligence products.  From this perspective, the intelligence community is 

just doing what any good rhetorician does, responding to the desires of its audiences.  

The dilemma is, what do you do when the audience demands something that may be 

bad for its own intellectual health?  By demanding such abbreviated analyses a 

policymaker may be “doing himself no favor,” but how can the intelligence community 

resist those demands in order to present a longer, more sophisticated analysis of a given 
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intelligence problem?  The intelligence community finds itself in a fundamentally 

rhetorical predicament—how does it satisfy both the demands of its audience and the 

demands of the complex problems it studies?  The intelligence community has yet to 

find a viable answer.  The invasion of Iraq shows, if nothing else, that the commitments 

to both brevity and clarity do not themselves ensure accurate intelligence analysis.44   

 Kent continues his critique of the expectation that intelligence writing should 

take only ridiculously short analyses.  Kent goes on to write of such an intelligence 

consumer that: 

He is requiring the impossible and paying heavily for it.  He is paying in 

two ways: he is kidding himself in his belief that he really knows 

something, and he is contributing to the demoralization of his intelligence 

outfit.  The intelligence people who spend weeks of back-breaking work 

on a substantive problem and come up with an answer whose meaning 

lies in its refinements are injured at the distortion that may occur in a glib 

summary from which all real meaning has been squeezed.  (Strategic 176-

177) 

                                                 
44 There is some debate here.  By some accounts the intelligence community originally included more 
qualifying language in its pre-invasion intelligence assessments, and that the Bush administration ordered 
the qualifying language to be removed.  Others contend that the qualifying language had never been 
present.  While it would be quite helpful to have an answer to that question, to see where the elision of 
critical information may have occurred, it doesn’t much change the analysis here.  Either the intelligence 
community failed to include qualifying language, or allowed itself to become politically involved, in ways it 
claims always to avoid, by assenting to revisions ordered or requested by the Bush Administration.   
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Kent focuses less than we might expect on the consequences of overly abridged 

intelligence summaries for foreign policy, the stakes of which seem far greater than 

even the long-term demoralization of intelligence analysts.  Importantly though, Kent 

does recognize the liabilities of insisting on analysis that is so clear, so simplified that it 

becomes distorted.  Complex ideas cannot always survive such a mashing.  And they 

certainly cannot survive such reduction when at the same time policymakers are 

demanding definitive answers to questions for which we don’t have definite answers.  

The intelligence community must become more comfortable with saying “we don’t 

know” and sticking to that assertion, rather than allowing policymakers to compel 

answers to questions that are often, given a paucity of data, unanswerable.   

The problem Kent describes, policymakers’ insistence that analysts distill their 

research, observations, and predictions into shorter and shorter documents, remains a 

prominent challenge for today’s intelligence analysts.  In his monograph on analytic 

practice within the intelligence community, titled “Curing Analytic Pathologies,” Jeffrey 

Cooper takes a moment at the beginning of the document to acknowledge how “several 

knowledgeable readers” suggested that he aim the document at “senior 

decisionmakers” in “both the Executive Branch and Congress” because those readers 

are the most likely to be able to affect change, to cure pathologies, within the 

intelligence community (2).  The “knowledgeable readers” “also pointedly 

recommended,” according to Cooper, “that the study be substantially condensed, as it 

was too long and ‘too rich’ for that readership.  That audience is, after all, composed of 
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very busy people” (2).  This is the very situation Kent describes.  That policymakers are 

“very busy people” does not, I hope, always warrant such an abridgement of complex, 

sophisticated ideas.  Should the intelligence community simply assent to the 

policymakers’ requests for shorter and shorter analyses, as it currently does, or should 

the community resist that pressure, in hopes of preserving more sophisticated analyses?   

The idea that intelligence writing might be “too rich,” and by implication that it 

might be too complicated or too sophisticated, that it might require careful 

consideration and deliberation from its audiences, must surely raise alarms for anyone 

who, like most of us working in the humanities, sees value in textual subtlety, and for, 

much more broadly, anyone disturbed by the recent consequences of such analysis—

namely, the failure of the intelligence community to anticipate the attacks of September 

11th, 2001, and the culpable errors, most originating in the intelligence community’s 

written documents, that led our nation to war in Iraq in 2003.  I can’t help but wonder if 

richer texts might have prevented, or at least ameliorated, those two national tragedies.   

While it is easy for academics, and rhetoricians in particular—who so value 

textual nuance—to criticize such a seemingly obviously reductive writing practice, the 

intelligence community’s almost universal insistence on textual brevity is in some 

respects both rhetorically expedient and savvy.  Kent and Cooper both indicate that the 

pressure on analysts to condense their prose is a historically established and constant 

pressure.  In a hierarchical bureaucracy like that of the intelligence community, analysts, 

the relatively expendable labor of the bureaucracy, have little individual influence over 
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how their agency’s business is conducted.  They can either conform to expectations, and 

write the condensed summaries demanded of them, or risk their careers.  That is not 

much of a choice for most intelligence analysts.  And, given that policymakers are under 

no legal obligation to base their decisions upon, or even read, intelligence analyses, for 

individuals or units of the intelligence community to flout the brevity expectation would 

be foolhardy, and might perhaps even be an invitation to have one’s hard work 

dismissed or passed over.   

 The result is that analysts have relatively little discretion to create longer written 

products than intelligence community conventions may permit.  With no other 

alternative, responsible analysts will painstakingly create the most sophisticated, 

nuanced prose that they can, within the confines of governing intelligence community 

conventions.  For example, in his recollections of the National Intelligence Estimate 

drafting process, Sherman Kent writes that “as to the drafting itself, there were no rules 

except the unwritten rules to keep the paper as short as possible, focus on the principle 

concerns of the policy maker, and forgo excursions into any factual data except those 

necessary to sustain an important argument” (74).  National Intelligence Estimates were 

and remain the most comprehensive analytical documents that the intelligence 

community produces, combining the relevant expertise of every individual intelligence 

agency, and carrying the most authority of any intelligence community document with 

policymakers.   
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In Kent’s model of the drafting process, a process that has surely only grown in 

bureaucratic heft since his own time, the writing was expected to be as short as 

possible.  Importantly, the intelligence problems the NIEs addressed were based on “the 

principle concerns of the policy maker.”  And, factual data, evidence, was forgone, 

presumably to avoid the textual encumbrances of detail, except when absolutely 

necessary to sustain a line of argument.  The liabilities here are tremendous.  Our 

intelligence community is being asked to condense some of the world’s most complex 

problems into the simplest prose, which may often result in impoverished prose and 

oversimplified analysis.   

As an example, consider that the “aluminum tube” report, written by analysts at 

the NGIC while I served there and which is now so infamous, and which detailed how 

Iraq had acquired high-grade aluminum tubes allegedly for the purpose of refining 

nuclear materials, was a mere two pages long.  In its post-invasion investigation the 

WMD Commission unambiguously declares the aluminum tube report to have been 

“clearly mistaken” and maintains that the “NGIC could and should have conducted a 

more exhaustive examination of the [aluminum tube] question” (67, 68).   

Certainly the NGIC report was flawed for a variety of reasons other than simply 

its length, but one must wonder if the conventions of such abbreviated analysis had a 

role in fating the report to reach such erroneous conclusions.  More prose might have 

resulted from a “more exhaustive examination.”  In this case perhaps, the paucity of 

text in the report was a direct reflection of the paucity of research and due diligence 
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that went into the report.  And that report was a key piece of evidence in both the Bush 

Administration’s public relations campaign and Colin Powell’s UN presentation in 

February of 2003 arguing for a “preemptive” war against Iraq.  There is no measuring 

how many other times truncated, unnecessarily reductive analyses may have 

contributed to the decision to invade Iraq, nor is there any telling how many other 

similarly reductive reports continue to circulate through the intelligence community, 

possibly to mislead a policymaker at a critical moment of decision-making.   

 

Clarity in Intelligence Community Writing 

As Major’s educational text indicates, institutional writing practices are 

complicated, rich points at which to study a discourse community, because so many 

strands of rhetorical practice, cognition, and epistemology weave together in writing.  

The written products of the intelligence community, especially, have high stakes for 

policymakers and the global citizenry affected by those policymakers’ intelligence-

informed decisions, as we see in the case of the October 2002 NIE, the war resulting 

from the NIE, and subsequent investigations into the document’s many inaccuracies.  

Major’s textbook on writing, written specifically for an intelligence community audience, 

makes the explicit and strong connection between intelligence writing and an 

institutional preference, indeed mandate, for “clear” writing.  We’ve already seen as 

well how Major’s appeals to clarity resonate with earlier advice from Sherman Kent.  
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Clarity and the pursuit of clarity are fundamental to intelligence community concepts of 

writing, and have been for some time.   

So, arbitrary requirements and expectations for unreasonably short written 

analyses aren’t the only challenge currently plaguing intelligence writing and 

undermining that writing’s potential effectiveness.  Like many professional writing 

communities, the intelligence community places a heavy emphasis on “clarity” in its 

written products.  On the surface, this makes perfect sense.  Given the economics of 

attention dilemma that pinches both intelligence analysts and their readers, “clear” 

written analyses would seem to save the audiences of those written analyses valuable 

time.   

 Immediately though we have to ask, what is meant by clarity?  In the most 

recent and most complete academic study of prose style scholarship, Out of Style, Paul 

Butler quite astutely refers to clarity as a “myth” (20-21).  Similarly a recent College 

Composition and Communication article by Ian Barnard identifies the concept of clarity 

as “a ruse.”  And that’s as good a point as any to begin interrogating the term, which so 

many not only outside the discipline of rhetoric and composition, but even within the 

discipline itself, take for granted as an unproblematic term while urging students to seek 

out a clarity in which meaning will lose all potential for ambiguity and all audiences will 

immediately comprehend the clear author.   

 The intelligence community’s institutional devotion to “clarity” in writing begins 

to aid the case that the form of intelligence writing may equal the content of that 
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writing in rhetorical importance.  The privileging of “clarity” in writing is a privileging of 

form, albeit a very particular form, a very particular notion of writing style. So, the 

intelligence community, which has an obvious investment in the content of its writing 

(for example, in stating whether or not a potential adversary has weapons of mass 

destruction at its disposal), also has a strong investment in the form of that writing, and 

particularly in a “clear” form, a form so clear as to preclude misunderstanding for even 

the “dimmest” policymaker.  That’s a tall order.   

But writing and the devotion to clarity in the intelligence community is 

additionally problematic, particularly because it is self-consciously intended by 

intelligence analysts to avoid the very complexity, nuance, qualifications, and detail that 

we expect, and often demand, from academic writing, and which the subjects of 

intelligence community writing would also seem to demand.  I have no problems with 

clear writing.  What I worry though is that a slavish devotion to clarity precludes the 

possibility for sophistication, nuance, and complexity in many cases.  A clear text is 

certainly not inherently unsophisticated, but an unequivocal devotion to clarity puts the 

qualities of clarity improperly in opposition to other, equally important writing qualities.    

 Clarity, perhaps more than any other feature, has been the mantra of 20th 

Century business and professional writing in the English language.  Perhaps not 

coincidentally, it is also one of the most difficult features of writing to define, for even 

the first-year rhetoric student quickly realizes that what is perfectly “clear” to one 

audience is complete gibberish to another.  The intelligence community is in good and 
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ample company when it places such emphasis and faith on so-called clear writing and in 

fact probably derives its commitment to clarity from the business community’s historical 

commitment to the same quality (Lanham 11).    It seems to me that sophistication—not 

to be confused with complication—might be a far more achievable, and ultimately far 

more ethical, goal for business and professional writers generally, and for intelligence 

community writers in particular.  The problem with clarity is that it too often morphs 

into oversimplicity, obscuring complexity. 

The opportunity to slip into oversimplification, rather than achieve a level of 

sophisticated clarity, is great, considering that the issues that the intelligence 

community is tasked to deal with are often intensely complicated.  It’s a very difficult 

thing to condense a complex question into a short, clear piece of writing without 

oversimplifying.  Sherman Kent and his contemporary disciples firmly believed that 

writing generally, and intelligence writing in particular, should, regardless of the issue 

being addressed, parse complicated issues into small, “clear” bits that an audience can 

consume quickly and easily.  Some writers will be able to meet that goal.  Others, 

however, will only over-simplify complex ideas in their pursuit of clarity, helping no one 

along the way.  Kent fully articulates his aesthetic of clarity in Writing History, a text 

directed specifically at undergraduate history majors, but which it seems safe to 

presume reflects his broader attitude towards writing more generally.  Of clarity, Kent 

writes: 
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Historical writing is usually the simple exposition of concrete matters.  To 

be true exposition it must have as its prime characteristic a continuous 

flow of clearly stated ideas.  In this respect it differs most essentially 

from, say, the writing of belles lettres and offers an even more useful 

practice ground for learning the principles of composition, for writing 

history breaks down the complicated business and allows the writer to 

worry first about content, and then about the nuances of expression. (48, 

original emphasis) 

Notice that “clearly stated ideas” are fundamental, indeed the principle element, of 

Kent’s definition of historical writing.  It is problematic enough that Kent has not defined 

what constitutes clarity in writing, but what is perhaps most problematic here, 

especially for compositionists versed in the past fifty years’ worth of our discipline’s 

research, is the casual and seemingly perfectly natural conceptual separation of 

“content” and “expression.”  Content and the expression of content simply cannot be 

separated from one another, and the attempt to distinguish between the two is a futile 

distraction from more useful and achievable writing goals.   

 While Kent does not explicitly define the clarity he so valorizes, he does narrow 

in on the term at points, often by contrasting clarity with the presumed ornament and 

indulgence of the language of “belles letters.”  “Unlike the novelist,” Kent writes, “his 

*the historian’s+ first concern is not whether he is conveying the intended mood, or 

imagery, or pace by the proper use of words, rhythm, and the neat devices of rhetoric.  
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His first concern is to express his ideas in such a manner as will be absolutely clear and 

compelling” (49).  This is a critical moment, both in terms of understanding Kent’s 

attitude towards “clarity” and style, but also perhaps for understanding the broader 

American cultural attitude towards style.  Notice also the pejorative invocation of 

“rhetoric,” where Kent dismisses ornament in history writing.  It is the second such 

dismissal of rhetoric by Kent that we have encountered thus far in this dissertation.   

Kent makes explicit his own conceptual association of complicated styles, of 

opacity and obscurity and ornament, with novels, with fiction and belles lettres.  The 

implication is that something that is artistic or beautiful or simply self-conscious about 

its style will not be “absolutely clear and compelling.”  Literary prose is placed in 

opposition and competition with business and academic prose.  Now, I am not 

advocating that intelligence community writers immerse themselves in the literary 

tradition and begin writing their analyses in the mode of contemporary fiction.  

However, the fictionalized friction that Kent, and many before and many after him, has 

set up pits sophistication in writing against functionality, an antagonism that I argue is 

both culturally contrived and potentially intellectually damaging.  At the risk of sounding 

hyperbolic, the contrived conflict between content and form obscures uncertainty.  A 

clear style is taken to represent clear or unambiguous thinking, allowing allegation that, 

for example, Iraq has weapons of mass destruction to  go essentially unquestioned 

when the overly “clear” (read, oversimplified) intelligence is transmitted to 

policymakers.   
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 What we are talking about when we talk about “clarity” is, essentially, writing 

style.  So commonly dismissed as window dressing, style, it turns out, plays a critical 

role, through its very invisibility in this case, in the writing practices of today’s 

intelligence community.  So-called “clear” writing can appear transparent, not as 

language written by human beings with agendas, but appearing instead In its demand 

for a just-the-facts, Joe Friday approach to writing, the intelligence community enacts a 

phenomenon which Lanham described many years before he wrote The Economics of 

Attention, a distinctly American phenomenon governing business and professional 

prose:  “America has faced the prose problem [of prose style] with a characteristically 

confident attitude, intensely practical on one hand and high-mindedly moral on the 

other,” and, “a typically American commandment is thus precipitated out: Thou shalt be 

as clear as necessary in order that the world’s business be done efficiently and 

civilization thereby preserved” (Style 11).  While Lanham was writing in general terms, 

and certainly not referring to the US intelligence community, that community, with its 

literal mission to preserve civilization, is a particularly extreme exemplar of the 

“American commandment” of prose style.  The consequences of the “American 

commandment” for intelligence writing might be, just as an over-enthusiasm for textual 

brevity might be in written analysis, a tremendous liability for the subtleties and nuance 

upon which international relationships and policies presumably hinge.   

 It is a testament to the scattered attitudes towards writing currently circulating 

within the intelligence community that some observers recognize the liabilities of a 
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dogmatic pursuit of clarity in finished intelligence products.  Richards Heuer writes near 

the end of Psychology of Intelligence Analysis that, in terms of writing, “most training of 

intelligence analysts is focused on organization procedures, writing style [in the sense of 

writing conventions+, and methodological techniques” (178).  Little emphasis is placed 

on the heuristics or epistemological roles of writing, functions of writing that are so 

broadly accepted as to be essentially taken for granted in the discipline of rhetoric 

today. Heuer continues, articulating one of the most fundamental assumptions currently 

governing, and hampering, intelligence writing: “analysts who write clearly are assumed 

to be thinking clearly.  Yet it is quite possible to follow a faulty analytical process and 

write a clear and persuasive argument in support of an erroneous judgment” (178).  

Indeed.   

Consider again the NGIC report alleging that Iraq’s then-recently acquired high-

grade aluminum tubes were intended for refining nuclear material.  Nowhere in its 

lengthy criticism of that specific report, referred to earlier in this chapter, does the 

WMD Commission criticize the writing style of the report.  It is never criticized for being 

the least bit unclear, nor, to my knowledge, has it been so criticized in any other venues.  

The very problem is that the report was clear, and that its clarity conveyed an either 

false or unwarranted sense of certainty, “a persuasive argument in support of an 

erroneous judgment,” an argument persuasive enough to be cited by Colin Powell in his 

February 2003 speech to the United Nations making the case for preemptive war in Iraq.  
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Clarity, when it masks uncertainty or complexity, has the potential to misinform, with 

dramatic consequences.   

 

The Politics of Brevity and Clarity 

 “Clarity” has since President Harry Truman founded the US intelligence 

community in 1947 worn a distinctly democratic cloak.  The term in part refers to 

accessibility, and accessibility too appeals to fundamentally democratic ideals.  The not-

so-coded implications of the term “clarity” are those of participation, access, and 

egalitarianism.   Written language has historically been one means by which educated 

elites impose their will upon the backs of the illiterate and less literate.  Appeals to 

clarity might often be appeals to destroy the elitist, specialized language that has often 

been used to reduce political and economic participation, or at least to concentrate that 

participation and confine it to an elite.  Such are the origins of the “plain language” 

movement.  With such laudable aspirations and implications, concepts like “clarity” on 

the surface appear wonderfully democratic and seem to invite broader political and 

economic participation, when actually the very pursuit of clarity may work against the 

goal of increased enfranchisement.  I propose something quite radical—clarity might in 

some cases serve an anti-democratic function in discourse.   

In 2003, when Colin Powell made his now infamous presentation to the UN 

Security Council, the intelligence community’s clear writing obscured its intellectual 

uncertainty.  That seems anti-democratic, for it misinformed the American public.  In a 
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deliberative democracy, where there is some expectation that individual citizens will 

contribute to decision making either directly or through their elected representatives, 

an obscuration of the sort that preceded the invasion of Iraq seems supremely anti-

democratic, for it denied the public information that may have led it to feel much more 

ambivalently about the prospect of invading a sovereign nation “preemptively.” The 

rhetorical effect of clarity in the run-up to war in Iraq, because it obscured the deeper 

meanings of the ambivalent intelligence data, was anti-democratic.  Contrary to our 

accumulated wisdom, clarity is no panacea in the democratic process, but, just as 

anything else, may even be entirely counter our democratic ideals at times.   

Social theorist Michael Warner is one critic who has detected the silencing 

qualities of a so-called “clear” style.  Style is political.  And both clear and plain styles are 

inherently institutionally conservative.  “When people complain, as many do, that 

intellectuals are not writing clearly enough,” Michael Warner writes in Publics and 

Counterpublics, “their yardstick of good style often turns out to be not just grammatical 

or aesthetic but political” (129).  In other words, there is a political component, whether 

explicit or implicit, to the requirement or expectation that intellectuals, or in this case 

any disciplinary specialist (an academic, or, in the case of the intelligence community, an 

analyst), write in a so-called “clear” or “plain” style.  If Warner’s claim is extended 

beyond the image of the public intellectual and to the intelligence community, then we 

see that, contrary to its claims of political neutrality (see Chapter One), and despite the 

perhaps very necessary practical justifications for the standardization of grammar and 



 227 

aesthetic components in intelligence community documents, there is also a political 

component to the explicitly stated and enforced requirement for intelligence 

documents to be written in a “clear” style.   

Contrary to popular opinion, so-called “clear” and “plain” styles are inherently 

politicized.  The expectation for absolute clarity is a political expectation.  I contend that, 

far more often than not, the “clear” or “plain” style advocates are politically 

conservative, not necessarily in the left-right sense of American politics, but in the sense 

of institutionally conservative.  A “clear” or “plain” style precludes the possibility of 

institutional change or evolution, by truncating the possibilities for and range of 

discourse.  According to compositionist Ian Barnard, “ ‘clarity’ is neither axiomatic nor 

transparent, and that the clear/unclear binary that informs the positing of clarity as a 

goal of effective student writing is itself unstable precisely because of the ideological 

baggage that undergirds its construction” (435).  Barnard is speaking about writing 

students, but his observations apply even more broadly.  “In all of this deferral to clarity, 

however,” Barnard later writes, “there is no discussion of what clarity means or how 

one knows if something is clear or not. When invoked, clarity’s desirability is almost 

always taken for granted, and clarity is almost always spoken of as if its meaning were 

obvious” (436).   

We know how institutions work—because the meaning of clarity is virtually 

always assumed rather than defined, those in authority end up defining the term by 

their own whims.  It is in this way that clarity can potentially have a silencing effect on 
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discourse.  Within the setting of a hierarchical discourse community—like the 

intelligence community—when we talk about “clarity” we are really talking about the 

boss’ definition of clarity.  Authority’s version of what constitutes “clear” prose is the 

one that is rewarded, while others are sanctioned and warned to fall into line.  Because 

clarity is a rhetorically contingent quality in prose, when we speak of clarity, we must 

ask ourselves “Clear to whom?” and after answering also realize that those excluded by 

the answer might find that piece of ‘clear’ prose just as inaccessible as bloated, jargon-

laden prose from a community with which they are entirely unfamiliar.  As long as clarity 

remains a rhetorically contingent quality—and it always will—then whatever is 

privileged in a given rhetorical context as “clear” eclipses the possibility of alternate 

manifestations of clarity that may be clear to a different set of readers, or even the 

same set of readers.  In a similar observation, Barnard observes that “the very 

proponents of clarity often use strikingly “clear” language to convey arguments that are 

convoluted, misleading, and enigmatic” (440).   

Astutely, Barnard deploys a citation from Judith Butler to cinch up his point, and 

similarly I cite part of that same Butler passage here: 

The demand for lucidity forgets the ruses that motor the ostensibly 

“clear” view. Avital Ronell recalls the moment in which Nixon looked into 

the eyes of the nation and said, “let me make one thing perfectly clear” 

and then proceeded to lie. What travels under the sign of “clarity,” and 

what would be the price of failing to deploy a certain critical suspicion 
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when the arrival of lucidity is announced? Who devises the protocols of 

“clarity” and whose interests do they serve? (xix) 

Butler’s critique in turn leads Barnard in turn to conclude that “clarity, then, can be 

duplicity or obscurity, the very things that it purports to rectify, whether maliciously (as 

with Nixon) or innocently” (441).  Barnard’s claim is bold, for he argues that a given 

notion of clarity, because it potentially shoulders out other, competing notions of 

clarity, is a means of control exerted through language.   

We are used to hearing that professions and disciplines insulate themselves in 

jargon and opaque language in order to protect their epistemological and institutional 

turf.  That claim isn’t very controversial, and explains many iterations of the so-called 

“plain language movement.”  But if Butler and Barnard are correct, then the pursuit of 

clarity is another means through which members of a community, or authority figures 

within a community, can protect their epistemological and institutional territory.  Clarity 

may very well create the same problems that jargon and opacity in writing are often 

accused of creating.  Clarity, because it is itself contingent on the rhetorical situation at 

hand, is potentially equally, and maybe even more, exclusionary.   

Michael Warner though argues that those most committed to the concept of 

“clarity” are unable the see the rhetorical and contextual nature of the term.  The 

people most invested in “clear” or “plain” language will, according to Warner, 

be generally reluctant to concede that different kinds of writing suit 

different purposes, that what is clear in one reading community will be 
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unclear in another, that clarity depends on shared conventions and 

common references, than one man’s jargon is another’s clarity, that 

perceptions of jargon or unclarity change over time. (138) 

If, and it may be a big “if,” Warner’s claim is valid, then we might presume that, because 

they are so consistently committed to the clarity mantra, intelligence community writers 

might not have an adequately developed sense of audience.  What is clear to an 

intelligence analyst may be opaque to a policymaker.  

 There is additionally a fundamental assumption, Warner argues, in expectations 

for “clarity” in writing which relates directly to assumptions about audience: “style, in 

this argument, is seen as determining the size of the audience, which is seen as 

determining the potential political result” (130).  Warner’s discussion of the relationship 

between style, audience, and ultimately the potential for radical politics, comes in a 

broader discussion about the role of public intellectuals and the “publics” constituted by 

documents, groupings of audiences that vary with the style or particular presentation of 

content.   

 In some respects, the situation in the intelligence community is quite different, 

for perhaps there is no less public an institution in the federal government than the 

intelligence community, which severely restricts access to its data and analyses, for 

obvious and sometimes even necessary reasons.  Nonetheless, even in an institution as 

secretive and private as the intelligence community, the written artifacts, the 
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documents that that community produces, do in turn constitute, as Warner variously 

describes, their own, small reading “publics,” their own specialized audiences.   

But like any rhetor with an “insatiable desire to be heard,” the rhetors, in this 

case the writers of the intelligence community, “want language that will bring a certain 

public into being, and they have an idea of what style will work” (129).  The “idea of 

what style will work” is variously informed in the intelligence community, influenced 

certainly by the economics of attention dilemma, which itself seems to demand both 

brevity and a “clear” or “plain” writing style of intelligence analysts, but “the question of 

style, at any rate” according to Warner, “entails a worry about the nature and duties of 

the intellectual”—in this case, the intelligence analysts, who bear the intellectual 

responsibility for processing data on behalf of warfighters and policymakers alike (129).  

The public that intelligence analysts write for is very small—it is a small group of military 

leaders and elected and appointed policymakers.  That very small audience has 

demanded both brevity and clarity in the intelligence community’s written products, 

without giving enough consideration to what might be compromised in the pursuit of 

those two qualities.  When a writer pursues a clear style, and even when an 

oversimplification of the problems at hand is successfully avoided, clarity might in some 

cases have an obscuring effect.   

 Why is the appeal to a clear style so universal, even when the qualities of what 

constitutes “clarity” is rhetorically contingent?  And not only in intelligence writing, but 

in so many writing venues?  How is that that a practice with such a possibility for 
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reductionism has become a standard in so many realms of public inquiry, but 

particularly in the intelligence community?  Warner offers a theory that may begin to 

explain the problem: 

The assumption seems to be that a clear style results in a popular 

audience and that political engagement requires having the most 

extensive audience possible.  This view is assumed rather than reasoned, 

which is why anyone who dissents from it can only be heard as proposing 

inanities: that bad writing is necessary; that incomprehensibility should 

be cultivated; that speech in order to be politically radical must have no 

audience. (138) 

Unlike Warner, I am not at all concerned here about the possibilities for a radical 

politics, and I have full confidence that the analysts of the intelligence community are 

even less concerned with such possibilities.  But Warner’s point is broader, and here it 

applies.  While I hope to point out is the perfectly rational, but exquisitely flawed, 

justifications for the intelligence community’s dogmatic devotion to abbreviated and 

“clear” writing, I also am not advocating the “inanities” that such critics are often 

perceived to be advocating.  I do not claim that the intelligence community should 

adopt a similarly flawed complexity-for-complexity’s-sake approach to writing, nor do I 

want to see an anything-goes, impenetrable prose replace the mantras of which I am so 

critical.   
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But I do wish that the intelligence community, and all those so obsessed with 

clarity, would pause for just a moment and ask, as Warner does, “What kind of clarity is 

necessary in writing? Clarity for whom?” (138).  As soon as we begin to ask Warner’s 

questions, the very concept of clarity begins to fall apart, for the questions mandate the 

clarity, by definition, is not a universal quality.  The questions are inherently anti-

foundational.  And the intelligence community is nothing if not a foundational 

community, in the sense that they as a community seem to believe that they have 

identified some foundations or universal truths about writing, and which it can then use 

to inform all of its analysts’ writing practices.   

 Even with his founder’s status within the intelligence community, it is now 

understood that Kent’s own writing, which is unmistakably intelligent (whether or not 

you agree with him) and thoroughly educated, but so often is unapologetic in its 

curmudgeonly but eloquent opinions, would not be appropriate in today’s intelligence 

literature.  Kent’s writing simply would not meet today’s standards for clarity and 

directness for intelligence writing.  The idea that standards of clarity evolve over time 

and that a type of writing, seen as perfectly clear forty years ago, would not be 

considered as such today, further undermines the premises of clarity upon which the 

intelligence community’s writing practices are built.   

In his introduction to the CIA-published collection of Kent essays Sherman Kent 

and the Board of National Estimates, volume editor Donald Steury writes that “our 

editors have had to restrain their blue pencils from revising Kent’s prose to conform to 
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1994 CIA editorial style conventions” (vii).  The claims that can be derived from this 

statement are profound.  At a minimum we can deduce that the CIA (and by extension 

the broader intelligence community) has style conventions, that those conventions have 

changed over time, and that those conventions must on some level be explicit if they 

are to be enforced by editors and their blue pencils.  Reading a little more deeply, we 

can reasonably speculate about what specifically in Kent’s writing would be 

inappropriate in contemporary intelligence writing.   

 For starters, Kent’s writing is distinctly idiosyncratic and flavored by the man’s 

own personality.  In the one of the previously cited passages above, for example, his 

elaboration upon the liabilities of condensing intelligence into images of “two pie-

charts, an assemblage of little men, little engines, and three-quarters of a little cotton 

bale” is as eloquent in its perhaps conceptually unnecessary—for we as readers have 

already grasped his point at that moment in Kent’s text—extension of the liabilities of 

the 250 word summary, as it is almost literary in its repetition of the adjective “little” 

and concomitant diminution of those who would reduce intelligence to such un-

nuanced signifiers.  Kent, the same person who, as we saw in the last chapter, favored a 

“mathematical” philosophy of language over that of the “poets” that he took such 

pleasure in expressing “disapprobation” for, is himself apparently too literary in his 

writing for today’s intelligence community.  That Sherman Kent, the original advocate of 

a mathematical clarity in intelligence writing is too literary, too poetic, to satisfy current 
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standards of intelligence community writing is quite telling.  The standard for what 

constitutes clear writing is undoubtedly a shifting target.   

 When brevity and clarity are prioritized above all other writing qualities, 

tremendous risks are presented.  Nuance, complexity, and sophistication don’t 

necessarily become lost, but they stand a good chance of becoming lost.  Nowhere in its 

six-hundred page report does the WMD Commission criticize the intelligence 

community for being unclear in its writing, so it is not a lack of clarity that caused the 

mistaken intelligence.  The intelligence community was perfectly clear in its assessments 

of Iraqi weapons of mass destruction, but also perfectly wrong.  Could a “less clear” 

series of documents, ones that admitted the complexity of the situation and the 

ambiguity of the available data have prevented the misbegotten invasion?  “Clear” 

writing certainly did not cause the mistaken intelligence, but could oversimplifications 

have occurred in the pursuit of clarity that very well may have contributed to distortions 

in the pre-invasion intelligence?  We’ll never have any way of knowing the answer until 

more documents are released.  Given the worries on analysts who study the intelligence 

community’s epistemological practices, like Richards Heur, it seems probable that the 

pursuit of clarity in intelligence writing is often reduced to much more potentially 

harmful oversimplification.   

In one sense the argument of this chapter has been quite counter-intuitive.  The 

problem is not that intelligence writing isn’t rhetorically effective.  It is.  Intelligence 

writing meets the demands for brevity and clarity requested by policymaker audiences.    
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Intelligence writing is convincing, at least for many national policymakers, and so we 

can’t dismiss it as ineffective on those grounds.  Rhetoric as a discipline has many times 

been criticized for making the weaker argument seem the stronger.  Do clarity and 

brevity, which we intuitively associate with certainty and confidence, risk making the 

weaker argument appear the stronger?  Critics of the intelligence community might be 

quick and correct to point out that the very problem is that the intelligence community 

is too convincing, even when it’s flat wrong.  The intelligence community is too good at 

wielding rhetoric, some critics might argue.   

I am not arguing that the intelligence community’s writing is rhetorically 

ineffective.  What I am arguing, and this is where things may become counter-intuitive, 

is that sound rhetorical theory and writing practices, when applied responsibly, might 

actually strengthen the accuracy of the content of intelligence writing, thereby making 

particularly the faults of commission, like the wrong-headed pre-war analysis of Iraqi 

weapons of mass destruction, more difficult for intelligence community writers to fall 

into.   

A different set of rhetorical attitudes and writing practices—I would be 

uncomfortable with saying “a better set”—would potentially maintain the 

persuasiveness of intelligence community writing, while tempering that writing in such a 

way as to prevent the misstatements and false confidence that led to the war in Iraq.  

That’s a bold claim, to be fair.  But it’s a claim that has some basis in the contemporary 

disciplinary conversation, which has begun to acknowledge that the pursuit of clarity 
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often only produces over-simplification.  I would push that collective criticism of clarity a 

step further, perhaps to its breaking point.  Clarity is often a brutalization and violence 

visited upon language, a brutalization that obscures distinctions and subtlety, that 

nurtures false confidences, that replaces sophistication with jingoism.  Because it will 

always be rhetorically contingent, clarity, for all its origins in laudable democratic ideals, 

might actually in some contexts function as a supremely anti-democratic rhetorical 

device, stifling rather than enabling critical conversations.  Some of those conversations, 

like the public debate over whether or not to invade Iraq, will have rippling effects for 

generations.   
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Chapter Four: Disciplinarity, a Rhetorical Theory of Intelligence, and 
Conclusions 

 
In the twilight of his Vice-Presidency Dick Cheney granted a lengthy interview to 

Jonathan Karl of ABC News.  During the interview, conducted in December of 2008, Karl 

questioned Cheney about the war in Iraq and the mistaken intelligence on WMDs that 

had precipitated the war.  At one point in the interview Karl asked Vice-President 

Cheney if he regretted that the pre-invasion intelligence had been so wrong.  In reply 

Cheney stated that he did not have any regrets about the intelligence or the war, and 

went on to add “intelligence – it's not a science, it's an art form in many respects and 

you don't always get it right” (“Cheney Defends”).  At first blush this particular comment 

by Vice-President Cheney might seem a throwaway.   

There is a common refrain in it, for many times we have all heard this appeal—

“it’s not a science, but an art,” or some close variation on the phrase. Cheney’s 

characterization of intelligence as an art is also a contradiction of sorts because it is in 

direct opposition to how the intelligence community typically characterizes itself.  

Cheney’s quote unintentionally evokes Kent’s poets-versus-mathematicians binary 

(Board 134), although Kent put intelligence analysis on the side of math. Such binaries 

have continually troubled this dissertation.  

The first chapter of this dissertation explored the continued opposition of 

“apolitical” and “politicized,” arguing that neither term is usually analytically useful. If 

“politicized” is defined too broadly, then “all language is political,” an assertion that may 
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be circularly true, but that provides nearly no analytical insights. If “politicization” is 

defined too narrowly, then we have trouble understanding the logic of documents like 

the “WMD Commission Report.” In its investigation into the possibility that pre-invasion 

intelligence was politicized, the WMD Commission applied a too narrow definition—one 

in which the only form of politicization identifiable under their rubric was a scenario 

wherein analysts intentionally and knowingly distorted information in order to aid the 

case for invading Iraq.  

 The legacy of modernism that privileges science over art also leads to, as we see 

in the second chapter, a marginalization of the role of language within the intelligence 

community.  Further, the modernist notions that privilege scientific inquiry create an 

expectation that language should serve science, and ultimately the view that language, 

when deployed “correctly,” should become transparent, allowing ideas to stand 

unmolested by the vagaries of words.  And yet, despite herculean efforts to render 

language transparent, the intelligence community still finds itself—like all 

communities—occasionally mired in communicative failures.  Because of the 

community’s responsibilities, these failures, when they occur, carry tremendous 

consequences.  One reaction to the mistaken intelligence that led to war in Iraq has 

been to, at the recommendation of the WMD Commission, establish tables associating 

specific words with probabilities and to attach those tables to the most important 

intelligence documents.  Because the intelligence community writes primarily for an 
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audience of overburdened policymakers, the affiliation of words with relative 

probabilities risks conveying false degrees of certainty to the rushed audience.   

The third chapter argues that the intelligence community recognizes, widely it 

seems, the importance of writing to its work, the importance of writing to 

communicating critical information to policymakers, and a subsequent need to ensure 

that intelligence analysts are trained to write in ways that are both epistemologically 

sound and communicatively effective.  However, the intelligence community is only now 

beginning to formally train its analysts to write.  James Major’s recent and privately 

published textbook on intelligence writing indicates an emphasis on writing strategies 

that most compositionists would likely label as current-traditional.  Simultaneous with 

the intelligence community’s current-traditional tendency is an overwhelming 

commitment to the quality of “clarity” in writing, but unfortunately without a good 

sense of the fact that, as a quality, clarity is contingent on the audience involved, as well 

as on any number of other contextual variables.  Clarity is not a universal quality, even 

within the somewhat narrow context of the intelligence community, its work, and its 

audiences.  Complicating matters further is the problem that the pursuit of clarity often 

results in oversimplification, an obvious stumbling point when one is dealing with 

questions of the complexity and importance of the ones with which the intelligence 

community routinely deals. 

One overarching connection between all of the chapters of this dissertation is 

this: the intelligence community’s rhetorical and epistemological attitudes and practices 
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are dominated by the legacy of theoretical modernism, a legacy established primarily by 

Sherman Kent, but almost certainly also by the cohort of intelligence community 

founders who, like Kent, received their educations during the apogee of modernist 

theories of language, science, and epistemology (not to be confused with one of its 

components, literary modernism).  While that connecting modernist thread may be of 

some historical interest to a certain set of readers, I hope that the more compelling 

element is the implication(s) of that legacy for contemporary intelligence analysis, which 

continues to be conducted, as this dissertation has consistently argued, through the lens 

of modernist attitudes towards language and science.  There would be no inherent 

problem with the intelligence community operating under those attitudes if we were 

entirely satisfied with the intelligence community’s performance.     

 Political-versus-neutral, art-versus-science, facts-versus-values—the problems 

with these binaries have been discussed extensively in post-war rhetorical theory (for 

example, Perelman and Olbrechts Tyteca 411-459). And virtually every chapter of this 

dissertation has, in some way, struggled with one or more of these binaries, which all 

refer to a very similar tension.  I’ve already spent some time explaining how Steven 

Mailloux deals with the binary, using his own terms of “hermeneutic realism” and 

“hermeneutic idealism,” before offering “rhetorical hermeneutics” as an alternative 

hermeneutic and epistemology. Before Mailloux, Wayne Booth in Modern Dogma and 

the Rhetoric of Assent explored essentially the same binary through his terms 

“scientismic” and “irrationalist” (17-18).  Even earlier than Booth, Burke had approached 
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the same phenomenon, labeling the  opposed sides of the binary “autonomous” and 

“ingenious.” More recently Robert Hariman has invoked the terms “realist” and 

“bureaucratic” in Political Style to represent the styles of discourse that the positions of 

“hermeneutic realism” and “hermeneutic idealism” would correlate with, respectively.  

Similary, James Aune, in his book Rhetoric and Marxism, deploys the terms “positivist” 

and “romantic” to address the binary.  We must of course also recall Chaim Perelman 

and L. Olbrechts-Tyteca’s discussion of “philosophic pairs” and the concept of 

“dissociation” (415-36).  Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca argue that the fundamental 

pair represented in each of these binaries is inherited from the philosophic pair, the 

appearance-versus-reality binary.   

And I’m sure that these aren’t the only rhetoricians to struggle with the 

oppositional perceptions of language as “realist” and “transparent” that are posited 

against perceptions of language as “relativisitic” and “opague.”  All of this is to say that 

the binary indicated by all of these pairs is both familiar to our discipline, but as yet 

unbroken, for we find it dominating the epistemologies and practices of all sorts of 

communities, such as the intelligence community.  Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca point 

out that: 

it is very difficult to repudiate terms when the mere mention of them, 

even for the purpose of attacking them, recalls their existence.  

Contemporary theory strives, in many fields, to abolish pairs.  Much 

effort is required because the hearer will be satisfied only if he can give a 



 243 

place in his mind to the old concepts.  Often, in order to get a pair 

rejected, one will fall back on another pair. (427) 

 Alternates to the binary (or “pair,” or “dichotomy”), such as Mailloux’s rhetorical 

hermeneutics, have yet to prevail.  Even scientists themselves, so often the subjects of 

rhetoricians’ struggles with the familiar binary, have become involved—in his 

introduction to the philosophy of science Samir Okasha calls the positions “scientific 

realist” and “anti-realist/instrumentalist” (58-76).  

 This fundamental binary shows up in the intelligence community most 

commonly in the art-versus-science binary, but also in a politicized-versus-objective 

framing. The problem for the community has largely to do with authority. As a 

community, the intelligence community can either allow itself to be characterized as an 

art, and suffer the concomitant loss of authority that would ensue in a culture and 

government that privileges scientific authority, or it can seek out its own scientific 

authority, claiming for itself the status of a scientific discipline.  Hence the call for 

becoming a science, or becoming more scientific, runs throughout documents within 

and about the intelligence community. In these documents, some of which are 

discussed in this concluding chapter, there is considerable confusion over just what it 

means to be a science. Hence also the goal to be perceived as objective, for there is an 

assumption that that which is not objective must be at least to some degree politicized.  

The popular myths of science would seem, to those who believe them, to shelter the 

“sciences” from the charge of relativism.   



 244 

Common is the tendency to define science in terms of method.  Quantitative, 

qualitative, and empirical methods are taken by some to be the marks of scientific 

undertakings.  This can’t be the complete case though, for we find researchers using all 

three of these methods in humanities disciplines, just as we find humanists working 

within the scientific disciplines.  Method is not a definitive means of demarcation 

between the sciences and the humanities.  If science cannot be defined purely through 

methodological terms, then it must perhaps be defined through the very terms of those 

two disciplines against which science is so often and wrongly assumed to exist in 

opposition, philosophy and rhetoric.  In short, “science is a heterogeneous activity, 

encompassing a wide range of different disciplines and theories.  It may be that they 

share some fixed set of features that define what it is to be a science, but it may not” 

(Okasha 16-17).  Even what it means to be a science—and this should come as no 

surprise—is a rhetorical construction.  Rhetoric and science cannot escape each other, 

locked as they are not in opposition, but in orbit, in mutual need of one another in order 

to maintain their trajectories.   

One of the effects of the various theories promulgated in the first half of the 20th 

Century that have come to be known as “modernism” was a privileging of “science” over 

“art” in Western culture and Western academe—this legacy of modernism, which was 

itself so invested in the exploration of the realist-versus-idealist binary, is probably the 
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progenitor of much of our contemporary interest in the issue.45  In his book Fragments 

of Rationality: Postmodernity and the Subject of Composition, Lester Faigley summarizes 

Jane Flax’s characterizations of modernity.  Faigley summarizes eight characterizations 

of modernism (which we might think of in this context as a sort of confederation of 

affiliated theories contributed from many different persons and place), and it is the final 

three characterizations that most directly apply here.  

According to Faigley’s summary of Flax, modernism holds that “by grounding 

claims in the authority of reason [closely affiliated with science in Western culture], the 

conflicts between truth, knowledge, and power can be overcome” and “knowledge can 

be neutral” (8).  The second characteristic of modernism that interests us here, which 

follows directly from the first, is that “science, as the exemplar of the right use of 

reason, is also the paradigm of all true knowledge” (8).  And closely affiliated with the 

modernist faith in reason and science is the idea that “language is in some sense 

transparent” (8).  When operating simultaneously, these three characteristics of 

modernism lead seemingly inevitably to a faith in and celebration of science, while at 

the same time devaluing language and the humanistic traditions through which humans 

have attempted to understand the interactions precipitated by rhetorical utterances.  

                                                 
45 Again, when I invoke “modernism” I am not referring to literary modernism, a subset of the larger 
modernist project.  Literary modernism, with features such as the over-referenced “stream of 
consciousness,” is often thought of as chaotic, as embracing the vagaries and multiplicities of language.  
But consider the goal of stream of consciousness writing, which sought to show the inner workings of the 
human mind.  Perhaps even that endeavor was in accord with the larger modernist impulse to control 
language thoroughly, attempting as it did to show something as complex as the workings of a human’s 
brain through the written word.   
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Language in this setting becomes the utilitarian servant of science, which is seen as the 

only true means of new knowledge production.  

Kenneth Burke—himself of the modernist generation, but perhaps an early 

advocate of postmodern views of language—was a relatively early critic of this anti-

rhetorical view of science, and one of the first to lay bare the fallacies of an almost 

unqualified modernist faith in science.  In A Rhetoric of Motives he writes that “science, 

as mere instrument (agency), might be expected to take on the nature of the scenes, 

acts, agents, and purposes with which it is identified” (29).  I read Burke to mean here 

that science absorbs its rhetorical context, that when practiced scientific undertakings 

are influenced by the same rhetorical forces that influence speech, and that that is what 

Burke means when he says that science “takes on the nature of the scenes, acts, agents, 

and purposes with which it is identified.”  That list—scenes, acts, agents, and 

purposes—is a list of rhetorical terms of Burke’s own making.  Burke continues, writing 

“and insofar as a faulty political structure perverts human relations, we might 

reasonably expect to find a correspondingly perverted science” (29).  So, science is not 

objective, as the modernists have argued, but will always be colored by the rhetorical 

and political context in which that science is conducted.   

Appropriately, both of Burke’s critiques of the modernist view of science are 

delivered in a section titled “The ‘Autonomy’ of Science.”  Burke’s certainly intentional 

use of scare quotes around the word “autonomy” is indicative of his view of science as 

not autonomous at all, but as rhetorically constructed.  In the same section, Burke 
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describes some of the ways that science not only is un-objective, but can be corrupted 

by political motives for what he calls “sadistic” purposes (29-30).  Immediately Burke 

critiques the educated modernist citizen whose faith in science blinds him to the 

rhetorical and political functions of science, functions that by definition cannot be value 

neutral: “The liberal is usually disinclined to consider such possibilities because applied 

science for him is not a mere set of instruments and methods, whatever he may assert; 

it is a good and absolute, and is thus circuitously endowed with the philosophic function 

of God as the grounding of values” (30, original emphasis).  Faith, the “philosophic 

function of God,” by definition is blind, and the faith Burke sees modernism granting to 

science blinds even further.   

Of “the liberal,” Burke continues: “his thinking thus vacillates indeterminately 

between his overt claims for science as sheer method, as sheer coefficient of power, 

and his covert claims for science as a substance which, like God, would be an intrinsically 

good power” (30, original emphasis).  This description fits Sherman Kent’s own 

discussion of liberals (quoted earlier): “Now, although not all rationalists are liberals, all 

real liberals at least must be rationalists” (Writing 4).  Kent demonstrates in explicit 

terms the rationale that Burke critiques; Kent provides us with a perfect example of the 

vacillation that Burke describes.   
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Science and its affiliated rationalism are not unalloyed virtues, but only as 

virtuous, like rhetoric, as the people who practice them.46  “Obviously,” Burke writes, 

“any purely secular power, such as the application of technology, would not be simply 

‘good,’ but could become identified with motives good, bad, or indifferent, depending 

upon the uses to which it was put, and upon the ethical attitudes that, as part of the 

context surrounding it, contributed to its meaning in the realm of motives and action” 

(30).  The intelligence community’s more or less collective impulse to classify itself as a 

scientific discipline, as we’ll see shortly, is the result of the community’s belief in science 

as simply good.  There are at least two problems though.  As Burke argues, science is not 

inherently good, but the intelligence community’s analytical work may not even qualify 

as scientific in the first place.  If it does not qualify, it makes the aspiration to scientific 

status appear even more cult-like, in the way that Burke describes, insofar as the 

intelligence community’s desire to become a science really describes its desire to be 

perceived as an “intrinsically good power.”   

 Over twenty years ago Deirdre McCloskey struggled with these very same issues, 

struggled with that same reliable binary; circulating around the American academy is a 

false and counterproductive tension between the arts (the humanities) and the 

sciences.  McCloskey recognized the often cynical appeal to science as just that, as 

                                                 
46 We are familiar with the “Q Question” in rhetoric, Quintillian’s reflection on whether one need be a 
virtuous man in order to be a virtuous rhetor.  The Q Question extends not only to rhetoric, perhaps, but 
to all epistemological undertakings, even the sciences, which are governed in their epistemological 
endeavors as much by human behavior as by physical laws.   
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cynical, as an appeal made in an attempt only to secure authority of the variety that 

Burke describes.  She writes in The Rhetoric of Economics that “if ‘science’ means 

‘indubitable,’ then there is no science in science.  If it means ‘very persuasive,’ then 

much clear and honest thinking is scientific” (72).  In light of its recent failures, it seems 

to me that what the intelligence community really is, or really should be, pursuing is 

“clear and honest” thinking (my wariness, as we’ve seen, of the word “clear” aside).  It 

turns out then that many times the disciplinary appeal to scientific authority is not so 

much a logical appeal, an appeal based on data or method, but an ethical appeal.  

Because the sciences carry epistemological authority with them in American culture, an 

attempt to gain and hold scientific status may in some cases say more about a 

community’s desired ethos than about its data, or the methods by which it collects or 

analyzes data.   

 “Outside the English-speaking world nowadays” McCloskey writes, “the science 

word does not have epistemological clout” (20).  McCloskey was writing in 1985, and I 

don’t know if that claim still holds as much as it might have then, but the point that 

McCloskey makes remains valid in some sense.  Even scientific credibility is to some 

extent a cultural construction.  The phenomenon by which special authority is granted 

to discoveries coming out of the sciences is a particular construction of Western 

cultures, McCloskey argues, and of American culture especially.  Too often the effort to 

establish a credible ethos via a certain scientific credibility comes at the expense of 

humanistic inquiry, which is routinely characterized as relativistic, as suspect.  Recall 
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how Cheney attempted to excuse the inaccuracies of the intelligence community’s pre-

invasion intelligence by affiliating the community in his comments with fallible art, 

rather than with presumably infallible science, and the oppositional binary he reinforces 

between the two.  

McCloskey made her case against the privileging of science over humanistic 

disciplines specifically in regard to the discipline of economics: “the claim here is not the 

vulgar and modernist figure of logic that economics is mere humanism because it is a 

failure as a science.  The claim is that all science is humanism (and no ‘mere’ about it) 

because that is all there is for humans” (23).  In the case of economics, that particular 

discipline is a social science, and McCloskey argues that there is room within that 

particular discipline for humanistic inquiry, and in fact that rhetorical principles applied 

within the field of economics could strengthen economics’ falsely scientized 

epistemological practices.  The situation might be the same for the intelligence 

community, which has been similarly falsely scientized, but unlike the discipline of 

economics, intelligence analysis might not even qualify as a discipline with a scientific 

epistemology in the first place.   

Some might hear me at this point as making a different claim than I actually am.  

In arguing that the intelligence community is not a science—or at least not exclusively a 

science—I am not trying to assert that intelligence analysis is “only” an art.  Like 

McCloskey, it is the “only” or the “mere” that I take issue with.  My point is that, as soon 
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as we phrase the question as a binary—is it an art or a science?—we cannot get a useful 

answer.  

As a rhetorician, I feel that the intelligence community’s epistemological 

practices could be improved, could become better at fulfilling that community’s 

responsibilities, if the intelligence community were more aware of and more inclined to 

apply to its work the epistemologies of rhetorical inquiry.  Rhetorical theories—and I 

realize both the expansiveness of that phrase and the boldness of this claim—might 

save lives.  Appropriate applications of rhetorical theories might be able to prevent the 

types of misreadings of data, potentially the same types of misreadings that lead our 

nation into Iraq in 2003.  But not if the “scientific” continues to so overwhelmingly be 

privileged over the “humanistic” in the intelligence community’s inquiries.   

Despite their variation on so many points, many revisions of rhetorical theory 

conducted since World War Two have had as an explicit or implicit part of its rationale 

an interest in preventing unnecessary violence—certainly those are goal of both Burke 

and Perelman the most influential rhetoricians cited in this dissertation.  Rhetoricians as 

notable as James Crosswhite, Thomas Conley, and Sharon Crowley have all sought to 

articulate rhetorics that prevent violence.  After noting that rhetoric and war share 

many features, Crosswhite writes that “Recognizing these gives one an even deeper 

sense of wonder at the fact that there are rhetorical practices at all, that human conflict 

can be contained in discourse, and that a relative peace can be achieved and sustained 

through discourse” (128).  Conley writes that “If it is nothing else, rhetoric is an 
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alternative to the use of force, as it is the art par excellence of persuasion in place of 

coercion, of deliberation by examination of alternatives in place of autocracy” (110).  

And Crowley observes that  

Since antiquity rhetorical theorists have understood the centrality of 

desires and values to the maintenance of beliefs.  I’m getting a little 

ahead of myself though. Hence rhetorical invention is better positioned 

than liberal means of argument to intervene successfully in 

disagreements where the primary motivation of adherents is moral or 

passionate commitment. (4) 

Contemporary rhetorical theorists (Crosswhite and Crowley) and historians (Conley, and 

Crowley again) note the impulse to deploy rhetoric as a means of avoiding physical 

conflicts.  But this is all getting a little ahead of the point at hand.   

Returning to Kent and his valorization of science: from its beginning, Sherman 

Kent framed the intelligence project as a science of analysis.  Kent almost surely 

promoted a science of intelligence analysis because he recognized the authority granted 

to the sciences in post-war America.  In his 1948 text Strategic Intelligence, Kent grants 

the relationship between intelligence, authority, and science, when he writes that 

“when the findings of intelligence arm are regularly ignored by the consumer, and this 

because of consumer intuition, he should recognize that he is turning his back on the 

two instruments by which western man has, since Aristotle, steadily enlarged his 

horizon of knowledge—the instruments of reason and scientific method” (206).  Kent’s 
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proposition that since Aristotle (a rhetorician and not only a scientist, I’d point out) 

humankind has advanced knowledge through only “reason” (which seems to have a 

relationship with the modernist invocation of “reason” that Faigley summarizes) and 

“scientific method” is preposterous.  Rhetoric as a discipline might have a lot to say 

about or contribute to a concept like “reason,” and the vague “scientific method” of 

which Kent speaks is certainly not the only route to “reason.”   

 Perhaps it is most appropriate then to proceed with an admonition of Deirdre 

McCloskey’s in mind.  She writes, in her particularly mischievous style, that “science 

does not protect us from all nonsense, only some.  Science is human speech, too” (173).  

Indeed.  Even if the business of intelligence analysis were a science, and it is not, its 

scientific status would not assure us of its infallibility or its credibility.  When McCloskey 

writes that “science is human speech, too,” she means that rhetoric does not end where 

science begins, and that rhetorical skepticism is still necessary.  In short, even the status 

of a science would not help the intelligence community out of the rhetorical issues that 

this dissertation has already raised.  Those issues must be dealt with in their own, 

rhetorical, terms.   

McCloskey was making an argument to the professionals in economics, not to 

rhetoricians.  Importantly though, her work has probably had far more of an impact in 

rhetoric than in economics.  Even though her degrees are in economics, McCloskey is 

probably more recognizable as a rhetorician than as an economist these days.  And 

despite the savvy of her arguments and compelling nature of her evidence, the field of 
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economics seems to have been largely unaffected by McCloskey’s work.  Economists, so 

far as I can tell, still engage in many of the writing practices McCloskey criticized so 

many years ago.  Similarly, neither a rhetoric of economics, nor a rhetorical theory of 

economics writing seems to have been established.  Economists by-and-large seem to 

see themselves and their discipline in much the same narrow, falsely scientized ways 

that they did when McCloskey first undertook her work.  Economists have not 

acknowledged their own rhetorical nature.  That should be disturbing.  Even a 

disciplinary insider, an economist, had little impact on her own field.  What hope is 

there then for us rhetoricians who seek to influence epistemological and writing 

practices in fields outside of those in which we are institutionally accredited?    

I don’t know the answer to that question, but as troubling as the question may 

be, I also am unwilling to forego the attempt to help a community on which we all 

depend for our physical safety.  This will be a generational problem for the discipline of 

rhetoric.  An entire generation of scholars will, I predict, struggle with how we can 

connect our work to the greater publics outside of the academy that may benefit from 

that work.  We have not yet found a reliable model for making such connections, but 

such a gap should not prevent us from trying.   

 

The Scientistic Myth 

 The claims that the intelligence community makes to scientific status have 

profound consequences.  And the very claim to scientific neutrality and epistemology 
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masks the quite un-neutral decisions that the intelligence community makes on an 

almost daily basis.  While I have not yet had an opportunity to analyze their content, I 

suspect that the so-called “Torture Memos” used to justify CIA waterboarding of 

prisoners, with their careful parsing of the law and medically prescribed guidelines for 

waterboarding use “scientific” rationalizations to justify a torture method of medieval 

character.  Eerily, in his critique of scientism Burke warns of such a possibility, in which 

science is used to justify quite inhuman action; “at least such was the case with the 

technological experts of Hitlerite Germany,” Burke writes in A Rhetoric of Motives (32).  

While the comparison of waterboarding to Nazi Germany may be facile, the relationship 

between scientism and violence—wherein science is used as a justification for 

previously unacceptable practices, is not.  I don’t allege that the intelligence 

community’s scientism indicates a plunge into fascism, only that science untempered by 

humanistic discourse has led to problems in the past.   

 Burke continues his critique (posited through a hypothetical scenario), whereby 

scientific status becomes a means by which to dehumanize, writing that “the very 

scientific ideals of ‘impersonal’ terminology can contribute ironically to such a disaster: 

for it is but a step from treating inanimate nature as mere ‘things’ to treating animals, 

and then enemy peoples, as mere things” (32).  Philosopher Peter Winch, writing in the 

‘60s (more or less contemporaneously with Burke), points out with disapproval that 

“above all, it is urged, we must follow the methods of natural science rather than those 

of philosophy if we are to make any significant progress” (1).  In the post-war period, 
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scholars such as Burke and Winch, slightly more recently, Booth, have complained about 

“scientism.”   

Sherman Kent, whose legacy has been so lasting within the intelligence 

community, has been largely responsible for the intelligence community’s own 

particular version of scientism, for he believed that the intelligence community could 

develop into a scientific discipline of prognosis: 

The social sciences have by no means attained the precision of the 

natural sciences; they may never do so.  But in spite of the profound 

methodological problems which they face they have advanced 

prodigiously in the last fifty years.  Taken as a block of wisdom on 

humanity their accomplishments are large not merely in the area of 

description but more importantly in the area of prognosis.  If the record 

did not read thus, this book most emphatically would not have contained 

a chapter on this element of the long-range intelligence job. (Strategic 

60-61) 

Kent clearly believed that a social science of intelligence analysis would be able to 

provide prognosis, a scientifically based prediction of the future.  It is this predictive 

possibility that Kent is most interested in.  Winch, who is writing more or less 

contemporaneously with Kent, could not disagree more.  He writes: “the central 

concepts which belong to our understanding of social life are incompatible with 

concepts central to the activity of scientific prediction.  When we speak of the possibility 
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of social developments of this sort, we literally do not understand what we are saying.  

We cannot understand it, because it has no sense” (94).  Winch is critiquing 

experimental science, which social relations clearly cannot be reduced to in the way that 

the physical sciences reduce the natural world in order to run experiments.    Predicting 

how North Korea will act over the next five years is certainly more scientific a process 

than casting the I Ching or reading Tarot cards.  After all, North Korea has a history, 

leaders with psychological qualities and publicly delivered statements, and a population 

with needs and desires that, along with hosts of other factors, we could describe at least 

qualitatively and synthesize into a tentative prediction of future North Korean behavior.  

However, such a prediction could never be made with experimental precision.  That 

doesn’t mean that it is hopeless to attempt to make a prediction, or that we shouldn’t 

apply evidence towards making an educated guess, but only that our intelligence 

community should not present its guesses to policymakers or the public as anything 

other than (hopefully) well-informed guesses.  In short, the intelligence can make 

credible predictions, but not error-free predictions, or wholly certain predictions.  We 

get further from experimental certainly the more we have to synthesize relationships 

between human social factors.   

 One of the most robust contemporary calls for a science of intelligence analysis 

comes from RAND Corporation analyst James Bruce’s, which he delivers in his essay 

“Making Analysis More Reliable: Why Epistemology Matters to Intelligence.”  In his 

article Bruce advocates for a science, claiming that “It is the distinctive ability of 
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scientific inquiry to produce sound understanding and knowledge” (177).  Science 

certainly can produce sound understanding and knowledge, but not distinctively so.  

After examining several epistemological categories in general terms, Bruce concludes 

that “For more reliable knowledge building, we need to turn to the fourth way of 

knowing: empiricism.  It is here that we being to see the emerging attributes of science, 

the most reliable knowledge-building technique of all” (176, my emphasis).  Bruce 

defines five “principle ways of knowing,” which are “authority, habit of thought, 

rationalism, and empiricism” and “a fifth way, science, combines important features of 

rationalism and empiricism” (172).  Bruce does not call for experimentalism, but instead 

empiricism.  The catch though is that we cannot observe all that we would need to in 

order to predict an international rival’s future behavior.  Just as applying experimental 

principles to non-experimental data would constitute scientism, so too might a rigid 

insistence on empiricism become scientism.  Weapons of mass destruction were not 

directly observed in Iraq prior to the 2003 invasion, but the intelligence community was 

still compelled to render a prediction about whether or not they were present.  

Empiricism only works when there is an object or text to observe.   

Bruce advocates the fifth category, science, as the only sound one for 

intelligence analysis, and in fact blames the mistaken intelligence of 2002 NIE on Iraq 

WMD on a paucity of scientific thinking; “A nonscientific approach,” Bruce writes, “like 

the WMD estimate or a determined prosecutor seeking a conviction in a court, will 

merely try to ‘prove’ something true.  In qualitative research, as most intelligence is, this 
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is often not hard to do.  The analyst can merely select confirmatory facts and establish 

an easily reached standard of proof” (183).  Bruce believes that science and its methods 

have a unique ability to prevent such forms of confirmation bias: “In science, the 

opposite happens.  Implementing objectivity rather than trying to prove a point, science 

actively tries to prevent the results from coming out the way the investigator may want 

them to come out” (183, original emphases).  This seems to be an over-simplified 

perspective on the merits of scientific methods.   

To be fair though, Bruce demonstrates that he is well acquainted with the 

objection to a science of intelligence analysis, writing “Critics of empiricism sometimes 

fault ‘scientific’ methods as inappropriate for intelligence analysis and tout the 

putatively superior virtues of intuition and reason” (177).  The positing of intuition and 

reason as the only alternatives to science may be unfair on Bruce’s part.  “Other critics 

point out, rightly” Bruce continues, “that facts do not speak for themselves and that not 

all data are valid.  Some things are not what they seem.  Discerning intelligence 

collectors and analysts would agree, but only to a point” (177).  At what point, Bruce 

does not exactly say.  “Collected data can be misleading, erroneous, distorted, or 

unrepresentative—and often are.  They can be fabricated.  Or elusive.  But data-free 

intelligence is not intelligence.  A major challenge of intelligence analysts, therefore, is 

not only to make judgments from the data but first to make judgments about the data” 

(177, original emphases).  Importantly, those who argue that science cannot account for 

all of the epistemological tasks assigned to the intelligence community do not disparage 



 260 

science at the expense of data, but simply argue that science, as a single set of methods, 

cannot fully account for the data.  In order to “first make judgments about the data” 

before making “judgments from the data” the intelligence community needs more 

methods of discernment than only scientific ones, perhaps to include rhetorical 

methods of discernment.   

 Importantly, the scientism which Bruce seems to be invested in, leads 

additionally to a marginalization of rhetoric particularly and language generally.  Winch 

outlines the process by which this marginalization occurs.  According to the 

conventional wisdom, Winch writes: 

Genuine new knowledge is acquired by scientists by experimental and 

observational methods.  Language is a tool which is indispensible to this 

process; like any other tool language can develop defects, and those 

which are peculiar to it are logical contradictions, often conceived of the 

analogy of mechanical faults in material tools.  Just as other sorts of tool 

need a specialist mechanic to maintain them in good order, so with 

language.  Whereas a garage mechanic is concerned with removing such 

things as blockages in carburettors [sic], a philosopher removes 

contradictions from realms of discourse.  (5) 

If anything, that attitude, which privileges scientific knowledge production over 

humanistic knowledge production, has only gained momentum in the time since Winch 
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wrote his critique of the phenomenon, as evidenced by cases such as the one that James 

Bruce makes.   

 

Science or Method? 

 In calling for the intelligence community to become a science, many intelligence 

experts do not actually expect for the intelligence community to begin to resemble the 

physical or social sciences.  Instead, what these experts are actually calling for is a 

rigorous method of intelligence analysis, a method that is explicitly articulated, 

reproducible, and more or less consistent between various practitioners.  We see this 

call for a consistently applied method of intelligence analysis originating with Sherman 

Kent.  Kent begins by simply making a case for research, rather than intuition, based 

analysis: “research is the only process which we of the liberal tradition are willing to 

admit is capable of giving us the truth, or a closer approximation of the truth, than we 

now enjoy” (155).  Kent seems to be calling for a reliable and consistent method of 

intelligence analysis.  Notice also the modernist language of Kent’s argument, rooted in 

the “liberal tradition” and an aspiration to discover more or less stable truths.   

The method that Kent calls for is not necessarily a scientific one, but he does 

argue that intelligence analysis is closely affiliated with the social sciences.  “But we 

insist,” Kent writes in his foundational text, Strategic Intelligence, “and have insisted for 

generations, that truth is to be approached, if not attained, through research guided by 

a systematic method” (156).  Keep in mind that when Kent was writing, in the late ‘40s 
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and 1950s, many disciplines were in methodological flux.  Political science, for example, 

was hashing out a feud over whether it as a discipline would more resemble the social 

sciences or the humanities.  The social science model won out.  In Kent’s own home 

discipline of history a similar debate raged, but ultimately history as a field remained a 

humanistic undertaking, though that question wasn’t entirely settled until the late 

1970s, when theorists like Hayden White argued convincingly against a social science 

model and on behalf of a language-oriented, humanistic model for the field.  

Importantly though, even though the humanistic model largely prevailed in history, 

quantitative and qualitative work continues to be conducted in the field of history, 

further evidence that method alone cannot define a discipline.   

All of this is to say that when Kent was advocating on behalf of a scientific 

epistemological model for the intelligence community, he was paralleling in government 

similar debates taking place within academic disciplines at the same time.  Kent 

continues the passage just cited by writing that “in the social sciences which very largely 

constitute the subject matter of strategic intelligence, there is such a method.  It is much 

like the method of the physical sciences.  It is not the same method but is a method 

nonetheless” (156).  I have to admit that I don’t entirely know what Kent means here, 

for certainly the social sciences and physical sciences actually have very different 

methods.  It seems that what is most important here to Kent is not necessarily the 

nature of the method, but that intelligence analysts have a method, a consistent, 

identifiable, teachable, and practicable method.   
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 “Science” and concepts of “scientific reliability” seem even today to serve within 

the intelligence community as all-purpose stand-ins for all types of reliability.  For 

example, consider the following claim by social scientists Berkowitz and Goodman, 

taken from Best Truth: Intelligence in the Information Age, in which the authors argue 

that “in the future, analysts will need to understand concepts of scientific validity and 

the reliability of information from sources such as the Internet, where anyone is free to 

publish anything” (123).  The vast flows of data circulating the internet have indeed 

become a critical source of non-classified information for intelligence analysts.  Analysts 

may indeed need to know how to read certain sets of scientific data in order to verify 

whether or not such open sources are reliable.  But in a world “where anyone is free to 

publish anything” intelligence analysts need not only scientific means of discerning the 

reliable data from the bad, but also a rhetorical means of discernment.  One of the 

primary concerns of rhetoric as a discipline is how to distinguish reliable and unreliable 

information, but information that is usually not scientific in nature, information or 

arguments that are far more difficult to measure (in an empirical sense) for accuracy.  

The intelligence community consistently privileges the scientific over the rhetorical.  In 

one sense Berkowitz and Goodman are correct—analysts do need to learn how to parse 

scientific data for reliability—but analysts also need to learn to cultivate rhetorical 

savvy, for so much of the data they deal is not subject to means of scientific verification.   

 The most vocal contemporary advocate for a “science” of intelligence analysis is 

Rob Johnston, a CIA employed ethnographer who conducted the study Analytic Culture 
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in the US Intelligence Community: An Ethnography.  Toward the beginning of his 

ethnography Johnston makes the bold claim that “it is evident from the *intelligence+ 

literature that intelligence organizations recognize the need to improve their 

performance and that it is possible to make the domain of intelligence analysis into a 

coherent scientific discipline” (10, my emphasis).  Johnston’s premise conflates two not-

necessarily related ideas.  Surely the intelligence community needs to improve its 

performance.  Catastrophes both recent and historic are testament enough to that fact.  

But I doubt that achieving the status of “a coherent scientific discipline” would alone 

ensure an improvement in that performance.  More fundamentally, I doubt that the 

intelligence community—which is ultimately charged with making predictions about a 

geopolitically chaotic world, could claim to be a “science” in any of the ways that we 

commonly understand the word.   

 It might be of little surprise then that Johnston quickly undercuts his own 

mandate for the intelligence community to achieve scientific status.  Just a few pages 

later Johnston writes that “intelligence analysis can be reconstructed in the context of a 

scientific method, which is merely an articulated, formal process by which scientists, 

collectively and over time, endeavor to put together a reliable, consistent, and 

nonarbitrary representation of some phenomena” (19).  Johnston is not calling for a 

science, then, but for a method of inquiry.  But a method of inquiry does not have to be 

scientific in order to be rigorous, consistent, and effective, which seems to be Johnston’s 

real aspiration here.  Johnston is confusing an end with a means.  Scientific methods are 
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not the only ones that are epistemologically rigorous.  As Gregory Treverton writes in 

the introduction to Johnston’s study, “without standard analytic doctrine, analysts are 

left to the rather slow and tedious process of trial and error throughout their careers” 

(xviii).  It is this trial and error that Johnston seems—laudably—to be trying to avoid.  

The question is whether or not awkwardly imposing a scientific method on intelligence 

work, which is neither experimental nor observational in the way the social sciences are, 

is the best means of doing away with trial and error.   

 But Johnston’s call for a scientific method of analysis is not only a grasp for a 

reliable method, it is also a condemnation of non-scientific epistemologies.  “As it is now 

practiced,” Johnston writes, “intelligence analysis is art, tradecraft, and science” (43).  

Johnston offers this characterization as a critique, an acknowledgment that work must 

be done to eliminate the “art” and “tradecraft” elements of intelligence analysis if it is 

to be rendered into a “coherent scientific discipline.”  That intelligence analysis is also 

part “art” and part “tradecraft” doesn’t seem to be a problem if you value the 

epistemological contributions that both art and tradecraft make possible.  However, 

Johnston has an interest in eliminating those two epistemological sources in favor of a 

method that is exclusively scientific, for immediately following he argues that “there are 

specific tools and techniques to help perform the tasks, but, in the end, it is left to 

individuals to use their best judgment in making decisions.  This is not to say that 

science is not a part of intelligence analysis.  Science is born of organized knowledge, 
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and organizing knowledge requires effort and discussion” (43).  Like McCloskey, I would 

point out that scientific knowledge is not the only organized knowledge.   

 Neither is Johnston’s a lone voice advocating for a science of intelligence 

analysis.  As Douglas MacEachin writes in the foreword to Richards Heur’s Psychology of 

Intelligence Analysis, “the message that comes through in Heur’s presentation is that 

information and expertise are necessary but not sufficient means of making intelligence 

analysis the special product that it needs to be.  A comparable effort has to be devoted 

to the science of analysis” (xi, my emphasis).  But MacEachin seems to be distorting 

somewhat Heur’s more sophisticated appeal on behalf of “a science of analysis.”   

 “Scientific method is based on the principle of rejecting hypotheses, while 

tentatively accepting only those hypotheses that cannot be refuted” Heur writes in 

Psychology of Intelligence Analysis, well after MacEachin’s foreword.  “Intuitive analysis, 

by comparison,” Heur writes, “generally concentrates on confirming a hypothesis and 

commonly accords more weight to evidence that weakens it.  Ideally, the reverse would 

be true” (46).  Heur is calling on the intelligence community to be more skeptical, to 

seek to refute its own predictions rather than to confirm them.  “While analysts usually 

cannot apply the statistical procedures of scientific methodology to test their 

hypotheses, they can and should adopt the conceptual strategy of seeking to refute 

rather than confirm hypotheses” Heur adds (46).  Perhaps it is not as simple as 

MacEachin has argued, for Heur realizes the impossibility of applying typical scientific 

means of verification to intelligence problems.  Importantly though, there is not even 
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consistency in the disciplinary nature of intelligence analysis in Heur’s volume, because 

either MacEachin, an influential intelligence community leader in his own right, has 

misread Heur or chooses in his forward to promote a more scientistic view of his own.    

 

How the Intelligence Community Defines Itself as a Discipline 

 There are indications that the intelligence community is aware of meta-

disciplinary issues. Consider, for example, that in one recent collection, Transforming 

U.S. Intelligence (2005), edited by Jennifer E. Sims and Burton Gerber, three different 

authors offer three different articulations of the intelligence community in disciplinary 

terms.  Collection editor and  contributor Jennifer E. Sims, a former State Department 

official and current professor in Georgetown University’s Walsh School of Foreign 

Service,  writes in her chapter on intelligence reform that, “distinguishing friends from 

enemies [the fundamental work of the intelligence community] has, in turn, required 

good knowledge of technological, sociological, military, and political trends” (14).  Sims’s 

list can be extrapolated and mapped onto the academic disciplines of sociology, political 

science, military science, and all of the many disciplines implied by the term 

“technological.”  Sims indicates that the intelligence community’s work requires it to 

draw on knowledge from a wide variety of very specialized, but academically well-

established and distinct, fields.  Intelligence in her articulation is an institutionally 

established inter-discipline, simply fusing the work of traditional disciplines in order to 

accomplish its own work. 
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 Within the same collection, veteran intelligence analyst and former Clinton 

advisor James Monnier Simon writes that “because the intelligence community is 

organized into discipline-specific hierarchies, it is nearly impossible for customers to 

impose coherence and internal rigor on the requirements process” (153-4).  While his 

comment is in reference to the mind-bogglingly complex processes through which 

intelligence data are collected, Simon indicates a very different conception of the 

intelligence community, one in which the community is organized around its own 

“disciplines”—signals intelligence and encryption, imagery analysis, materiel 

exploitation, human intelligence—disciplines unique unto the intelligence community 

and without obvious correlates in the academic world.   

 And a third, competing listing of the knowledge bases that inform the 

intelligence community is offered in the same volume when Henry Crumpton, a twenty-

four year veteran of the CIA’s Clandestine Service, writes that “U.S. intelligence needs to 

cover more topics than ever previously considered, and the number of topics is growing.  

Subjects include WMD, delivery systems, biotechnology, telecommunications, foreign 

tribal cultures, demographics, diseases, environmental geography, and many others” 

(213-4).  Crumpton’s listing of intelligence “topics” or “subjects” is similar to Sims’s 

listing of traditional academic disciplines, and could similarly be mapped onto well-

established academic fields, even though his list is very different in terms of its content 

from Sims’s.   
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 That three authors offer competing impressions of the disciplinary nature of the 

intelligence community, and all within the same, recent volume, is indicative of a 

broader crisis in today’s intelligence community, a crisis that has largely led the 

intelligence community and its theorizers to seek refuge in the credibility and perceived 

infallibility enjoyed by the sciences in Western culture.  Actually, the crisis is even more 

fundamental than simply seeking credibility through a reductive, positivistic notion of 

science.  The intelligence community is unsure of how to describe itself and its work, a 

fundamental problem that has been examined time and again in the post-9/11 and 

post-Iraq invasion intelligence community.  The problem now is not only that there is no 

coherent, consistent articulation of the intelligence community, its work, and its 

academic knowledge bases, but that now there are many competing articulations of all 

three. 

 Like Sims, Simon, and Crumpton, former intelligence professional and scholar 

Mark Lowenthal offers yet another, similar-but-different articulation of the relationship 

between the intelligence community and traditional academic disciplines.  Lowenthal 

writes in his textbook of intelligence analysis, Intelligence from Secrets to Policy, that 

“many different kinds of intelligence—political, economic, social, environmental, health, 

and cultural—provide important inputs to analysts” (6).  Again, these may in fact be the 

inputs of intelligence, but intelligence analysis itself is something different still.  It is a 

discipline that must account for the other disciplines that Lowenthal lists, but that also 

occupies its own unique epistemological territory.   
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 Further evidence of the intelligence community’s epistemological crisis is 

provided by Jeffrey Cooper, one of the few intelligence community insiders to criticize 

the intelligence-as-science model that the community inherited from Sherman Kent.  In 

his monograph Curing Analytic Pathologies Cooper attempts to counter the scientistic 

view of intelligence analysis, writing that “many well-informed outside commentators 

and intelligence professionals continue to talk about the ‘science of analysis,’ and only 

some of them are truly aware of the shaky foundations of this belief or its real 

implications” (26).  Like Cooper, I am after the “real implications” of the scientistic view.  

What are the consequences of such a view for the intelligence community?  Are there 

liabilities to claiming scientific status?   

 Quite, simply, yes there are.   

 Much of the confusion surrounding the disciplinary nature of the intelligence 

community arises from the conflation of collection and analysis.  Many of the 

intelligence community’s collection methods are quite scientific in nature.   Consider 

many of the means by which the intelligence community collects information.  They 

intercept all varieties of electronic communications with satellites and terrestrial 

intercept technologies.  This is referred to as “signals intelligence,” or SIGINT.  Similarly, 

the intelligence community uses satellites and airplanes to collect detailed images of 

events and sensitive locations in other countries.  Such images are referred to as 

“imagery intelligence,” or IMINT.  And there are a host of other, technically driven, 

scientifically complex means through which the raw data of intelligence is gathered.  
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Many of these, like the two listed here, are technical, scientific collection disciplines.  

The relationship between these quite technical collection methods and scientific 

disciplines should be obvious.  But analysis of the data that these technical systems 

collect is another matter entirely.   

 The analysis of the data received through such means is anything but scientific.  

In short, there is a large epistemological difference between collecting intelligence and 

analyzing it.  I actually agree with Cheney—intelligence analysis is probably more art 

than science.  Though, Cheney and I would probably disagree about what that means.  

Rather than something cynical, like Cheney’s comments, calling intelligence analysis an 

art means simply means that intelligence data must be read, in the same way that we in 

the humanities so often have to read texts.  Also like the humanities, readings of 

intelligence data can be—probably even should be—multiple, should compete with one 

another, for there is rarely a single, “true” reading of a text. 

 Another call for reconsidering the premises of the intelligence community’s 

method—and this may come as some surprise at this point—is an explicit call to 

incorporate rhetorical theory. Air Force Intelligence officer and Air Force Academy 

instructor Gary Mills writes—in an intelligence community document examined 

momentarily—that there is a certain amount of rhetorical denialism, or perhaps 

resistance would be a better word, common within the intelligence community.  As part 

of his graduate work, Mills wrote a treatise that I have been holding back throughout 

this study up until now, a document titled “The Role of Rhetorical Theory in Military 
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Intelligence Analysis: A Soldier’s Guide to Rhetorical Theory.”  For the moment though, 

let’s just consider one sliver of Mills’s argument, which, anecdotally at least, conveys the 

difficulty involved in actually asking intelligence analysts to consider the role that 

rhetoric plays in their own analytical and communicative tasks, and by extension the 

difficulty of establishing a rhetorical theory of intelligence.   

 Early in his study, written in 2003 at the University of Arkansas at Little Rock, 

Mills depicts the resistance among intelligence professionals to thinking explicitly about 

rhetoric and rhetorical theory and how rhetorical concepts might apply to intelligence 

analysis.  To the primarily military audience of his treatise, Mills writes that “the topic of 

this project has been discussed with many of my friends in the intelligence community, 

and I have received a wide range of winces and head tilts in response to rhetorical 

theory” (9-10).  Of the possibility of teaching rhetorical theory to intelligence analysts, in 

order to bring rhetoric’s skepticism and understanding of audience and credibility to the 

tasks of intelligence analysis, Mills laments that “unfortunately, many analysts view this 

process as an administrative speed bump instead of an intellectual catalyst” (3).  In 

many ways, those two responses from intelligence community insiders don’t sound too 

awfully different from the responses of some of the first-year writing students who find 

themselves institutionally compelled to enroll in our rhetoric and writing classes.  The 

resistance Mills has encountered might not be so unique.  Like the students many of us 

have encountered though, resistance to thinking in rhetorical modes does not actually 

indicate an individual or community who can or could operate without rhetoric, or 
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whose interpretive and communicative undertakings would not be improved with 

further rhetorical training.   

 Admittedly, Mills’s depictions of resistance to thinking about the role of rhetoric 

in intelligence analysis are anecdotal.  Perhaps the winces and head tilts that he has 

witnessed are the product of his own delivery, rather than some larger suspicion about 

the inutility of rhetoric for intelligence analysis.  Maybe the analysts who view the idea 

of rhetorical training as an administrative speed bump are not resistant to rhetoric 

specifically, but are only overworked bureaucrats, beleaguered by the certainly daunting 

scale of government training and management requirements, which all too often are 

not connected specifically to work-related responsibilities.  Further, Mills’s anecdotes 

don’t depict a resistance to rhetoric as a matter of any sort of principle.  He never 

relates to his readers an episode of some cranky analyst slurring the discipline of 

rhetoric and storming away.  I do suspect though that something larger is indicated by 

Mills’s anecdotes, for certainly they have precedent in the intelligence community’s 

literature, if we simply remember back to Sherman Kent’s rejection of rhetoric as a 

possible solution to the communicative difficulties that beset the intelligence 

community in his own time.  More on Mills’s call to rhetoric in just a moment.   

 

The Internal Critique of Scientism 

 While Kent established the scientistic view of intelligence analysis, and while 

Johnston and Heur sustain that view with varying levels of commitment, there are 
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dissenting voices within the intelligence community regarding the role of science in 

analysis.  The most vocal voice—and the only publicly expressed one of its nature from 

an intelligence community insider—belongs to Jeffrey Cooper.  Cooper is well aware of 

the intelligence community’s collective effort to establish itself as a scientific 

community, and thereby secure the authority that accompanies scientific status in 

Western culture, and in American government in particular.  Cooper’s criticism of 

scientism in the intelligence community is articulated in a CIA-published monograph 

titled Curing Analytic Pathologies: Pathways to Improved Intelligence Analysis.   

Early in the study Cooper characterizes the scientism that his monograph is 

intended to address.  “But this talk of a ‘science of analysis,’ ” Cooper writes, “is a 

conceit, partly engendered by Sherman Kent’s dominating view of intelligence analysis 

as a counterpart of the scientific method” (26).  Cooper reaffirms that the scientistic 

view of intelligence analysis is yet another element of Kent’s overwhelmingly influential 

legacy.  More important though is Cooper’s recognition of the scientistic view as a 

fabrication, and his willingness to say as much to a community that has made an all-or-

nothing epistemological bet on the idea that a “science of analysis” could be invented, 

and that it would best serve the intelligence community’s epistemological purposes.  

Cooper continues, writing that “the reality is otherwise; analysis falls far short of being a 

‘scientific method’ in the common, but usually misunderstood, sense.  Moreover, this 

view of science itself is ‘scientism,’ which fails to recognize the important role of less 

‘rational’ and less ‘scientific’ elements, such as imagination and intuition” (26-27).  
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Cooper’s critique is quite subtle.  It is scientism, according to his argument, which 

excludes the qualities of imagination and intuition from intelligence analysis, and not 

science itself.  Science then seems to have room for both of these qualities.  Intelligence 

analysis, Cooper agrees, is not a science in the first place, and the scientism dominating 

the intelligence community precludes the imaginative qualities that seem necessary for 

navigating and making predictions about the uncertain geopolitical future.   

Earlier in this chapter I argued that proponents of a science of analysis within the 

intelligence community—primarily Rob Johnston—confuse a systematic method with 

science itself.  Cooper too recognizes this unfortunate collapsing of method and science, 

pointing out that “this is not to suggest that rigor, accuracy, clarity, and precision are 

not required in intelligence analysis; given the stakes, they are obviously essential” (27).  

Like Cooper, in calling for greater skepticism of the concept of a science of analysis, and 

indeed in this dissertation’s greater call for a rhetorical theory of intelligence analysis, I 

am not calling for a sacrifice of rigor, accuracy, precision, or clarity per se.  But also like 

Cooper, instead advocate “demanding a false precision from an analysis process that is 

itself incorrectly modeled on a common misunderstanding of the methods of science is 

not likely to improve the quality of analysis” (27).  If the intelligence community is 

successful in presenting itself as a science and in affecting the mere trappings of a 

scientific discipline, the results are doubly troubling.  The community gains the authority 

granted to scientific discourse in our culture, but without actually engaging in the 
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rigorous testing that helped the sciences—along with other forces—to earn such 

cultural prestige.   

Cooper systematically condemns what he calls the intelligence community’s 

strong cultural orientation towards an “evidence-based scientism” (31).  Essentially, 

Cooper worries that an over-commitment to a fabricated science of analysis could 

sacrifice the imaginative elements necessary to make predictions about the geopolitical 

future.  Cooper worries about attempting to form a wholly “rational” method of analysis 

that would then be applied to our quite irrational world: “an important issue for both 

managers and users of analysis to consider is the likelihood that there may be little 

concordance between precision in the details of the answer and the accuracy of the 

overall (gestalt) judgment” (27).  How might this statement of Cooper’s endure if there 

ever were a full accounting of the still-secret evidence used to create the case for 

invading Iraq?   

In short, Cooper’s conclusion that “effective intelligence analysis requires the 

coupling of deep expertise with innovative approaches and intuition instead of the 

constraining formalism of ‘scientism’ ” is compelling(46).  But how does a community 

cultivate a culture of innovation and intuition, while maintaining rigor?  We can’t very 

well expect for the intelligence community to take on the playful corporate culture of 

Google or Pixar.  But the solution need not be so dramatic.  “There is a huge research 

literature on decisionmaking under uncertainty that could be exploited to introduce 

innovative techniques for analysis and decision support,” Cooper points out to his 



 277 

colleagues in the intelligence community (31).  A rhetorical theory of intelligence 

analysis might very well accomplish the same goals.  Rhetoric as a discipline is built on 

concepts of skepticism not unlike principles of scientific refutation, but would be far 

more appropriate than a falsely scientific method in the realm of unknowns that the 

intelligence community routinely deals with.   

“What this all comes down to, however,” Cooper elaborates, “is not to disregard 

the need for rigor of method and quality of evidence, but, rather, to suggest that a 

construct of analysis too narrowly tied to a misunderstood ‘scientific method’ needs to 

be augmented and leavened with intuition, curiosity, and a thirst for discovery—all 

essential elements of good science” (31).  Cooper, as an intelligence community insider, 

is almost entirely unique in his advocacy on behalf of analytical qualities as elusive as 

“intuition, curiosity, and a thirst for discovery.”  A perhaps less elusive set of qualities 

that might temper the scientistic view of intelligence analysis would be a rhetorical 

theory of intelligence, one that can account for the role of language and ambiguity in 

the intelligence community’s analytical processes and tasks.   

 

Toward a Rhetorical Theory of Intelligence 

In “The Role of Rhetorical Theory in Military Intelligence Analysis: A Soldier’s 

Guide to Rhetorical Theory,” Air Force Major Gary Mills begins from the premise that 

“all too often stereotyped and disregarded as pure academia, rhetorical theory is at the 

very core of military analytical development” (3).  More specifically, Mills argues for the 
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relevance of Michel Foucault to intelligence analysis by arguing that Foucault’s theory 

“serves as a powerful military-intelligence force multiplier” and that his own 

rhetorically-oriented project is a continuation of Kent’s foundational work, claiming that 

“Kent’s call for a refined and tailored intelligence discourse makes the need for a solid 

comprehension of rhetorical theory even more critical” (xvii, 2).  The explicit attempt to 

connect Mills’s own promotion of the broad and frequently invoked term “rhetorical 

theory” seems to disregard Kent’s explicit swearing off of rhetorical affiliations.  Mills is 

quite sensitive to the resistance his work is likely to encounter with its military audience, 

and he frontloads his argument with a combination of requests to suspend judgment 

and advocacy on behalf of rhetoric, writing in a typical line, for example, that “typically, 

as a mission-oriented community, we tend to shun concepts and theories that do not 

appear to directly support the war fighters (soldiers, sailors, and airmen) in the 

completion of a broadening array of duties ranging from direct, conventional combat to 

peacekeeping operations” and that “an operationally tailored application of rhetorical 

theory can make the intelligence community—more importantly, your day-to-day 

work—even more effective” (2, 1).   

Communication studies scholar Hamilton Bean writes that his own “aim is to 

understand the meaning, accuracy, and implications of Major Mills’s statement” (15).  

Like myself, Bean agrees that a rhetorical theory of intelligence analysis is necessary, 

and that the intelligence community would benefit from the development of a viable 

rhetorical theory of intelligence analysis.   In his article, “Foucault’s Rhetorical Theory 
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and U.S. Intelligence Affairs,” Bean criticizes Mills’s readings of Foucault—who seems in 

the first place an especially unlikely choice upon which to base an entire theory of 

intelligence, because Foucault is only tangentially considered a rhetorician, but more 

importantly because Foucault’s career was devoted to disrupting centralized wielders of 

power like the intelligence community, not aiding their pursuits.   

Bean is quick and correct to point out the liabilities of Mills’s proposed rhetorical 

theory of intelligence.  “Through bold assertions,” Bean observes, “Major Mills builds a 

counter ethos to Foucault that, ideally, allows Mills to circumvent the anticipated 

objections of his readers” (20).  Mills even goes so far in his attempt to curry his military 

to leadership as to call Foucault a “very reluctant, unintentional military tactician” (22-

23).  Bean is rightly critical of Mills’s attempt, pointing out that: 

Certainly, Foucault’s ideas are open to wide interpretation.  But 

Foucault’s theoretical program was focused on social change.  So, at its 

very core, Major Mills’s application necessarily distorts aspects of 

Foucault’s theories in order to make them amenable to preconceived 

intelligence doctrine. (20) 

The distortion that Mills sets in motion reaches it apogee when he argues, befuddlingly, 

that the intelligence community can, if it applies itself diligently, can essentially become 

the panopticon of which Foucault speaks!  In a typically mind-boggling reading, Mills 

argues that “from controlling who has information access through panoptic background 

investigations to centralized control of access mediums—message traffic, encrypted 
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Internet Web sites, and compartmented programs—intelligence agencies carry many of 

the same watermarks of Bentham’s original panopticon blueprint” (31).  The argument 

of Mills’s essay is essentially that the intelligence community needs a rhetorical theory 

of intelligence, that Foucault can provide that theory, that Foucault theorizes rhetorical 

power through the metaphor of the panopticon, and that the intelligence community 

can become the panopticon.  And that is probably a charitable reading of Mills.  As Bean 

writes, quite disturbingly, “Mills suggests that intelligence analysts are akin to the 

guards in Bentham’s ‘panoptic prison,’ able to observe and control subjects from a 

central position” (21).   

 Hopefully needless to say, Mills’s attempt to provide a rhetorical theory of 

intelligence—primarily because it is based on profound misreading and 

misunderstandings of a single author who certainly wasn’t a “very reluctant, 

unintentional military tactician,” only maybe even a very reluctant rhetorician—

completely and utterly fails.  The intelligence community, despite the single effort of 

one of its insiders, remains without a rhetorical theory of intelligence.   

So, after all of this, how do we connect intelligence analysis and rhetoric? 

Today the discipline of rhetoric is undergoing something akin to a tent revival, 

something along the lines of a rhetorical evangelical experience.  The revival is largely 

attributable to scholars like I.A. Richards, Kenneth Burke, Chaim Perelman, and Wayne 

Booth, who enabled a subsequent generation of rhetoric scholars, such as Deirdre 

McCloskey, Richard Lanham, Steven Mailloux, and their intellectual cohort, broadly 
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defined.  It’s an exciting time to be a rhetorician.  The discipline is reaping the fruits of 

its revival in the ‘60s and ‘70s; academic hiring is healthy (at least compared to other 

humanities disciplines), publications are proliferating, and converts, particularly 

students, are crowding under the discipline’s tent.  Rhetorical awareness and savvy are 

infiltrating across the academy, and a trickle-down (if I can be allowed to crassly 

combine the Reaganite concepts of economics and evangelism for illustrative purposes) 

of rhetorical awareness into broader American culture seems inevitable.  And while the 

ongoing disassociation of the word and discipline of “rhetoric” from its 20th Century 

pejorative connotations of fraud and lying is a good thing, there might be some lurking 

danger in taking rhetoric, as a set of righteous ideas and ways of looking skeptically 

upon both texts and the world, on faith. 

There is a real risk for the discipline of rhetoric in the boom-bust model of 

evangelism.  As a result, the last thing I want to do here is present rhetoric as a true 

gospel miracle for the theoretical or practical knowledge-building problems that the 

intelligence community may face.  The discipline and scholarship of rhetoric and an 

increased rhetorical awareness could help the intelligence community to accomplish its 

work more successfully.  But even I am not willing to take that claim on faith.  Nor am I 

willing to dismiss the intelligence community and its members as simply rhetorical 

infidels.   

It is a profoundly uninformative gesture to simply indicate that the intelligence 

community is a rhetorical community, and/or that if the intelligence community needs 
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to improve its rhetorical practices.  Both of those might be the case, but far too much 

scholarship in the discipline of rhetoric seeks only to identify discourse as rhetorical and 

then to wag the rhetorical finger, saying in effect to its object of study “You could be 

doing this so much better.”  Perhaps so, but not very helpful, for rhetoricians, our 

discipline, or the communities we study.  “Why?” is a much better question, particularly 

if we accept as a given the intelligence and good faith of the communities we study.  If 

we ask, “Why would intelligent, well-intentioned people reject or avoid rhetorical 

principles that we rhetoricians see as fundamental?,”  then we have a much more 

interesting question, with much more significant implications for how we teach students 

and extra-academic communities to apply rhetorical principles in ways that are both 

effective and ethical.  Such has been the goal here.   

Future iterations of this project will attempt to flesh out a sustained and viable 

rhetorical theory of intelligence analysis, an alternative to the hermeneutic realism that 

currently dominates practices of interpretation and writing within the community. 
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Epilogue 

“A process and methodology too focused on provable evidence,” Jeffery Cooper 

argues, “may get the details right at the cost of ignoring important inferential judgments 

that need to be conveyed in order to provide a true sense of the uncertainties of both 

evidence and judgment” (27).  Cooper’s concern—that a dogged focus on evidence may 

blind analysts to larger issues of judgment—is echoed by RAND Corporation analysts 

Gregory Treverton and Bryan Gabbard.  In a RAND Corporation report titled “Assessing 

the Tradecraft of Intelligence Analysis,” Treverton and Gabbard argue that: 

Understanding human behavior is much more a matter of subjective 

judgment, intrinsically less certain than solving problems of science and 

engineering.  The logic train is different for mysteries because no data 

can “solve” them definitively.  They can only be framed, not solved, and 

thus the logic of argument and analysis is as important as the evidence, 

often more so. (5) 

That “the logic of argument and analysis is as important as the evidence” is a point that 

seems to still be lost on much on the intelligence community, or at least a point that was 

not considered as the intelligence that precipitated the 2003 invasion of Iraq was 

consolidated and presented to policymakers.   
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Was this the case in the lead-up to war in Iraq?  Did intelligence analysts focus 

too heavily on material evidence (or its absence), and not enough on the “mysteries” of 

human behavior?  We may never know with certainty, but consider some of the details.   

Prior to the US invasion, the Iraqi government certainly was uncooperative with 

the UN inspectors who were attempting to verify whether or not Iraq harbored 

weapons of mass destruction.  But after his capture by US forces, Iraqi leader Saddam 

Hussein claimed that he had intentionally bluffed, that he had in fact failed to cooperate 

with the UN weapons inspectors so that Iran—with which Iraq had fought a heinously 

bloody war in the 1980s—would be afraid to attack Iraq (“FBI Interviews”).   

In primary interrogation documents generated by the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation and originally classified as SECRET, interrogators relay through summaries 

an alternative explanation for why Iraq appeared to have WMDs but did not actually 

possess such weapons.  An interrogation summary from June 11, 2004 reads: 

Hussein stated Iran was Iraq’s major threat due to their common border 

and believed Iran intended to annex Southern Iraq into Iran.  The 

possibility of Iran trying to annex apportion of Southern Iraq was viewed 

by Hussein and Iraq as the most significant threat facing Iraq. (1) 

Given that Iraq and Iran fought a war in the 1980s in which—estimates vary widely—

between 800,000 and 1.8 million combatants were killed, Hussein’s fear seems quite 

believable.  Equally believable is the scenario in which Iraq bluffed in order to keep 
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potential Iranian aggression at bay, a scenario that does not appear to have been 

considered by US intelligence analysts.   

It is common wisdom that the US fields the most technologically advanced and 

highly trained military in history.  Within such a culture it would have been only natural 

for intelligence analysts and military leaders to see themselves, the military that they 

represented, as Iraq’s greatest threat.  The very natural tendency to view the world 

through the perspective of one’s own culture may have prevented analysts from seeing 

that Iraq’s words and obfuscation regarding WMDs was aimed at a different audience, 

Iran, and that how the US received such bluffs was only of secondary concern to Iraqi 

leaders—even up the very moment of the US invasion.   

Of course, we may not be able to take Hussein at his word at all, but the very 

idea that the Sunni-led nation of Iraq might have been more afraid of its Shiite neighbor 

Iran than it was of the US appears never to have been considered in the prewar analysis.  

The details—Iraq’s well-documented failure to fully cooperate with UN inspectors—

certainly did not “provide a true sense of the uncertainties of both evidence and 

judgment.”  The FBI further relates that in its June 11, 2004 interview of Hussein that: 

Hussein continued the dialogue on the issues relating to the significant 

threat to Iraq from Iran.  Even though Hussein claimed Iraq did not have 

WMD, the threat from Iran was the major factor as to why he did not 

allow the return of the UN inspectors.  Hussein stated he was more 

concerned about Iran discovering Iraq’s weaknesses and vulnerabilities 
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than the repercussions of the United States for his refusal to allow UN 

inspectors back into Iraq.  In his opinion, the UN inspectors would have 

directly identified to the Iranians where to inflict maximum damage to 

Iraq. (2) 

An alternative theory of how to interpret the still-uncontested details of Iraq’s non-

cooperation with UN inspectors was never apparently considered by the US intelligence 

community.  That seems to be a compelling enough case for why a “science of analysis” 

would not ensure a failsafe analytic culture within the intelligence community.  Perhaps 

a rhetorical theory of analysis could help ameliorate the problem though.   

 As a nation we simply cannot afford to have an intelligence community suffering 

from the epistemological problems that ours appears to be plagued by.  Estimates about 

the number of casualties incurred in Iran and Iraq’s war with one another fluctuate 

dramatically from source to source.  Whatever the actual number of those casualties is, 

Iraq’s memory of that number and the violence surrounding it may, just may, help to 

explain why the most well-funded intelligence service in the world wrongly assessed 

that Iraq harbored a robust weapons of mass destruction program.  But we must look 

far deeper into the rhetorical and epistemological culture within the intelligence 

community, which generated such incorrect assessments, for therein may dwell 

systemic problems. 

 The numbers that have directly resulted from our intelligence community’s pre-

invasion assessments are known precisely.  As of this writing, 4,390 American service 
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personnel and another 318 military personnel of Coalition allies have been killed in Iraq 

(“Casualties”).  Add to that toll the incalculable effects on the families of soldiers killed 

and crippled, plus both the physical and emotional violence that some soldiers, upon 

their return from the Iraq sands, have visited upon themselves and their communities.  

And all of this, of course, is before we consider the toll we as a nation have inflicted 

upon the Iraqi people.   
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