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Improving national intelligence is something all can agree is important. Bet-
ter intelligence enhances security and prosperity and, one hopes, helps create a 
safer world. In the wake of 9/11 the number of articles, books, and blogs on intel-
ligence has soared, but very little has been groundbreaking. 

One wishes that Intelligence Theory: Key Questions and Debates (produced by 
the Routledge Press Studies in Intelligence [no relation to this journal] series) 
had offered more than it does. The 13 contributors to this collection of 12 essays 
are prominent scholars of intelligence—their collected works would fill a book-
case, a number have published articles in this journal, and their teaching creden-
tials are solid. They have been struggling with this topic for some years now. 
Many were participants in a workshop on the subject of intelligence theory spon-
sored by the director of national intelligence in June 2005.1 Most, if not all, as 
members of the Intelligence Studies Section of the International Studies Associa-
tion, have turned this nut over and over in annual meetings of the association 
since then.

The work’s goal, as it is described in this volume, is worthy: The writers hope 
to formalize the study of intelligence with the goal of influencing US intelligence 
policy and educating the public about intelligence issues (212–13). They call for a 
lasting academic discipline of intelligence, which is sorely needed, and hope to 
lay a solid foundation for general theories that will, in their words, “explain intel-
ligence as it is practiced everywhere” and that will be seen as “relevant by schol-
ars wherever they are based” (1–2; 209).

In this attempt, they join a long historical line of scholars and intelligence pro-
fessionals who have studied the field of intelligence. In addition to the classics—
Sun Tzu’s The Art of War, Thucydides’s The History of the Peloponnesian War, 
Machiavelli’s The Prince, Clauswitz’s On War—modern scholars like Klaus Knorr 
in the 1960s and Walter Laquer in the 1980s, made the case for intelligence stud-
ies and called for theories of intelligence.2 Because intelligence literature itself is 
mostly historical—covering things like the development of intelligence services, 

1 Gregory Treverton, et al., Toward a Theory of Intelligence: A Workshop Report, (Arlington, VA: Rand Cor-
poration, 2006).
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collection methods, use of intelligence, operations, how technology fits into intelli-
gence, differences between intelligence and counter intelligence, intelligence 
analysis, and of course “intelligence failures”—intelligence theories have long 
been sought. Less common has been the kind of effort made in this volume to 
consciously assemble a collection of writings to serve as a foundation for an intel-
ligence discipline. Yet, as the book’s inconclusive subtitle, Key Questions and 
Debates, suggests, four or more years of cogitation has not led to a coherent the-
ory, and as much as the attempt is to be applauded, it is clear that efforts need to 
be redoubled—or at least more sharply focused.

How does this work fall short, then? First, the essays demonstrate that, after 
years of thought, scholars are still struggling with definitions. The volume opens 
with discussion of definitions in chapters by historians David Kahn and Michael 
Warner. In “An Historical Theory of Intelligence,” Kahn concludes simply that it 
is information of one form or another. Michael Warner, in a contribution that 
replays his 20023 review and synthesis of the problems of defining intelligence, 
introduces greater complexity and highlights the existence of an “impasse” over 
contradictory definitions that is far from over. Not terribly helpfully, however, he 
goes on to assert that “arguments over the definition of intelligence resemble per-
haps nothing more so much as a trademark dispute” (17). Students of intelli-
gence understand how problematic this is. Warner himself states, “Without a 
clear sense of the dependent variable in the equation, we find it difficult to 
understand which independent factors cause and affect intelligence phenomena” 
(17). Later, Peter Gill agrees, writing, “If we cannot agree on what we are discuss-
ing, then we shall struggle to generate understanding and explanation in an 
important field of political and social activity” (213). Unfortunately, Gill doesn’t 
help either by opting to lay out another definition instead of working with those 
that had been tabled in other essays (217–19).

Second—perhaps because too many of the essays in this collection are 
attempts to boil down full-length books never really intended to deal with spe-
cific questions of theory—the debate promised in the subtitle never really takes 
place. Instead, the authors essentially talk past each other. For example, several 
contributors outline elements of what might serve as building blocks for the field, 
but the arguments advanced tend to contradict one another or stress sharply dif-
fering approaches without explaining why one approach is superior to another. At 
the same time, authors appear to undercut their own arguments. Principal edi-
tor Mark Phythian writes that intelligence studies (IS) needs to “establish itself 
as a distinct subject area,” but he goes on to say that traditional international 
relations (IR) theory on “structural realism” provides a “theoretical basis for 
addressing key [intelligence] questions” (61). As a subset of IR, then, what is the 
benefit of IS? In their chapters, Richard Betts, Glenn Hastedt, and B. Douglas 
Skelley argue for an organizational theory approach to the subject. James Shep-

2 Klaus Knorr, Foreign Intelligence and the Social Sciences, Research Monograph No. 17, (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1964), Walter Laqueur, A World of Secrets: The Uses and Limits of Intelligence 
(New York: Basic Books, 1985)
3 Michael Warner. “Wanted: A Definition of ‘Intelligence,’” Studies in Intelligence 46, No. 3 (2002). From 
Warner’s earlier work, “intelligence is secret state or group activity to understand or influence foreign enti-
ties.” Rob Johnston makes a slight but useful modification by adding that the activity is focused on domestic 
entities in addition to foreign ones—in Analytic Culture in the US Intelligence Community (Washington, DC: 
Center for the Study of Intelligence, 2005.
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tycki (167–80) then suggests sociology can serve as an alternative theoretical 
base for intelligence studies. Here, again, the authors don’t really debate the 
costs and benefits of these different approaches, let alone lay out what should be 
the key elements of the debate. Nor do they present a breadth of evidence from 
around the world to support their cases.

Third, Intelligence Theory focuses too narrowly on failure. Phythian argues 
that the “core focus” of the study of intelligence “should be on the causes of intel-
ligence failures” (62). Betts, Hastedt, Skelley, Jennifer Sims, and Loch Johnson 
all focus on explaining intelligence failures. None of these authors does any 
stocktaking to illuminate how prevalent intelligence failures are. So it’s impossi-
ble to know if failures are the exception or the norm in intelligence activities, nor 
is there an attempt to assess the importance of failures in general. This work has 
been done to some extent by two former intelligence officers. Richard Kerr, a 
former deputy director for intelligence and deputy director of CIA, wrote in a 
chapter in Analyzing Intelligence that in his survey of CIA analyses from 1950 to 
2000 he found that CIA had more analytic successes than failures. 

In the same book, Jack Davis argued in addition that “little is made publicly of 
the failure of analysts to anticipate favorable developments for US interests,” 
which suggests that not all intelligence failures have the same effect or matter 
equally. The Kerr and Davis essays suggest that in focusing on failure Intelli-
gence Theory is highlighting outlier cases with limited utility in construction of 
an overall theory.4 To be sure, intelligence failures are important. They need to be 
studied, and we need to learn from them. But intelligence as an object of aca-
demic study should be far more dynamic and rich than just examination of fail-
ure. If scholars of intelligence, like those contributing to this book, want to 
inspire and establish a discipline of intelligence that will go beyond case studies 
of US intelligence, in particular of failure, a more robust set of questions and 
debates is still needed.

❖ ❖ ❖ 

4 Richard Kerr, “The Track Record: CIA Analysis from 1950 to 2000,” and Jack Davis, “Why Bad Things Hap-
pen to Good Analysts,” in Analyzing Intelligence (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2008).
 Intelligence Vol. 53, No. 2 (Extracts, June 2009) 37 


	Intelligence Theory: Key Questions and Debates
	Reviewed by J. M. Webb


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




