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the exception of those who trace the his-
tory of today’s intelligence community, e.g. 
Darling,3 Montague4 and Troy,5 seem to 
ignore the subject. Further, what has ap-
peared in English has tended to focus on 
Russia, NATO partners, and the Cold War. 
Neither aligned nor non aligned, small 
states like Sweden still have not received 
much attention. Having said this, Beer6 has 
surveyed some of this terrain. Even though 
the Cold War is over, it still influences what 
gets published on the intelligence commu-
nity.

Literature: An Overview
The scholarly literature on today’s intelli-
gence community has long been dominated 
by historians and political scientists. This 
means that what has been published tends 
to reflect the (largely) internal concerns of 
these two disciplines. The result is that what 
has been published tends to have little bear-
ing on how to strengthen the resources and 
competences normally associated with to-
day’s intelligence community. To be more 
specific, what critiques these scholars have 
made of the intelligence community tend to 
focus on intra-government processes/struc-
tures and state to state relations. This seems 
to be true to great or lesser degree for both 
historians and political scientists. One ex-
ception to this has been Hart’s early work 

Hindsight Bias, Scientism and Certitude: 
Some Problems in the Intelligence 
Literature
by James M. Nyce

this review of the literature on the intel-
ligence community is not exhaustive. Nor 
is it primarily intended for scholars who 
themselves have contributed to the litera-
ture. Rather the intention is to assess for 
practitioners, especially those in military 
intelligence community, what is available 
that can provide empirical and analytic in-
sight as they attempt to define and acquire 
those resources, competences and structures 
necessary to carry out their mission in to-
day’s world. There is in particular a need to 
be able to understand, explain and predict 
complex, dynamic processes and systems 
not just those associated with our opponents 
but ones that occur within our society and 
its institutions, especially those involved in 
the intelligence cycle.1

 In this review, scientism has two related 
meanings. One is that a particular kind of 
science, generally one variant of positivism, 
is used to judge all scientific results and in-
terpretations. The second, used here, is that 
an author or authors’ research procedures 
and research are accepted as authoritative 
because they resemble and/or legitimate sci-
entific practice. A few caveats, this review is 
largely limited to what has been published 
in English. Further, outside of discussions of 
intelligence acquisition, doctrine and text-
books/manuals, this literature reviewed has 
little to say about military intelligence (for 
an exception2). In fact these scholars with 
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on the Swedish security community and 
how its (elite) members define national secu-
rity. For a political scientist, Hart’s work7,8 
is unusual in that it looks how ideology and 
belief sustain and inform certain categories 
like national security within this particular 
community.
 No matter who writes, there is also ten-
dency in this literature towards presentism. 
Presentism is one form of hindsight bias. 
What this means an author, most often with-
out being aware of it, applies the knowledge 
and resources we have today to problems 
the intelligence community has faced in the 
past. This particular kind of bias is one that 
that historians in particularly are schooled 
to avoid.9 Why this so colors this literature 
is a question best left to scholars interested 
in the history of intellectual thought. 
 Further, all scholarly communities have 
their own particular “bias”, often ones that 
its practitioners are also often not aware of. 
Scholars who have published on the intel-
ligence community (even those who have 
been practitioners) almost seem preoccupied 
with what is “hidden”, covert and secret 
about this community of practitioners. Nei-
ther this phenomenon nor the reasons for 
its existence have been sufficient explored. 
Nevertheless, it has significantly influenced 
the kind of access scholars have had to both 
documents and practitioners. 
 This is not to say that secrecy is not an 
important organizational resource and rhet-
oric in the intelligence community. How-
ever, what practitioners often find troubling 
is that these scholars’ demands for access 
seems to be fueled by a desire to “second 
guess” past and present events associated 
with the intelligence community. From the 
practitioner’s point of view, this puts ammu-
nition in the hands of critics whose inten-
tions and project seem neither reasonable 
nor fair. After all, who wants to be judged 

by events one may have no connection to or 
responsibility for? What is not generally rec-
ognized by scholars (at least there seems to 
be little discussion of this in the intelligence 
literature) is how the position they take (de-
scribed above) regarding practitioners con-
strains their access to both primary sources 
and practitioners themselves.
 To illustrate how this has colored how 
the intelligence community and its practi-
tioners have been portrayed by historians 
and other scholars, let’s turn to Christopher 
Andrew’s Defend the Realm,10 his very well 
received history of MI5. Despite its length, 
more than a thousand pages, and his “virtu-
ally unrestricted access” to MI5’s files, An-
drew’s history remains more an externalist 
account of this service than anything else. In 
short, Andrew focuses mainly on the forces 
MI5 had to respond to (those emanating 
from its clients, rivals, and opponents). One 
closes the book learning little about the day 
to day life in MI5. To put it another way, 
the organizational life, institutional practice 
and Weltanschauung that characterize MI5 
receive little attention (for an exception, 
see Brunt11 on the role archives played in 
WWII’s MI5). Since historians and political 
scientists tend to control access to intelli-
gence/national security publications, espe-
cially the elite journals and publishers, we 
have to look elsewhere in order to provide 
empirical and analytic insight for practitio-
ners as they attempt acquire those resources 
that will help them carry out today’s mis-
sions. 
 Some attention has been given to early-
mid twentieth century attempts to support 
work practice in the intelligence community 
by scholars interested in technology. For ex-
amples of this, one can consult issues of the 
IEEE Annals of the History of Computing. 
Much of this research has focused on is at-
tempts to improve front end work in intel-
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 As with historians and political sciences, 
this has limited the access anthropologists 
have had to documents and practitioners. 
This has too meant that even today large 
well funded efforts like the US Army Hu-
man Terrain Project, one intended to in-
corporate anthropological knowledge into 
both the conduct and analysis of warfare, 
works from less than best of practice. To 
give another example of this, some reviews 
by González22 and Price23 of the U.S. Army 
and Marine Corps most recent Counterin-
surgency Field Manual (2007) suggest that 
not only is the material it contains on cul-
ture theory outdated, it has also been pla-
giarized. A third example is that none of 
the US Department of Defense post 9/11 
attempts to integrate authoritative cultural 
knowledge and military practice has made 
use of the Human Area Relations Files – a 
Yale University led project established in 
the 1930’s to provide quick subject access 
to the scholarly literature on the world’s 
cultures.
 To sum up, it is striking how little atten-
tion legitimate social scientists have paid to 
the intelligence community. While scholars 
outside and inside the social sciences may 
debate why this has been the case, what in-
terests us here is the consequences this lack 
of empirical and analytic insight into this 
community’s practices has had for prac-
titioners themselves as they attempt to ac-
quire resources to help them carry out to-
day’s and tomorrow’s missions. The lack of 
authorative, in this case cultural, knowledge 
in the intelligence cycle has had two conse-
quences. It has left intelligence practitioners 
with fewer dependable intellectual resources 
upon which to make decisions whether these 
involve their own practices and institutions 
or those of their opponents. It also means 
that common sense and practical knowl-
edge tend to be the only baselines intelli-

ligence, e.g, signals analysis and cryptoanal-
ysis. Colin Burke’s work 12,13 on Vannevar 
Bush’s Rapid Selector and Comparator falls 
into this category. However once again, 
much of this literature (Burke’s is no excep-
tion) tends to takes a presentistic stance to 
past events in the intelligence community. 
Burke also tends to underestimate Bush’s in-
fluence on more recent attempts to improve 
other aspects of intelligence work like the 
analytic process.14 
 There are in short few sources that help 
practitioners understand and/or to help 
modernize central intellectual resources 
associated with the analytic process. One 
exception is Lancaster’s15 discussion of file 
structures which reports on some relatively 
recent CIA funded research. For the role ar-
chives and files have played in intelligence 
work in World War II, there is Brunt16 and, 
Black and Brunt.17 
 Given the rise in the social sciences of spe-
cialties like the sociology of occupations and 
the anthropology of work and knowledge, it 
is surprising that social scientists have pub-
lished so little on the intelligence communi-
ty. This is in part because the stance social 
scientists, especially anthropologists, have 
taken towards the intelligence community 
has vacillated between engagement (WWII, 
Vietnam) and disengagement. Madian, Op-
penheim and Horowitz18 discuss this in what 
is the only empirical study of the intelligence 
community found in the refereed social sci-
ence literature. 
 Franz Boas, who founded anthropology in 
the US, wrote a 1919 polemic “Scientists as 
Spies”.19 This set the stage for the discipline’s 
(and most anthropologists’) distrust of and 
detachment from the intelligence community. 
This stance and the same kind of hindsight 
bias described earlier has also colored what 
anthropologists like Gusterson20 and Price21 
have written on the intelligence community. 
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the project’s commitment to a particular 
kind of scientism (data mining), to one set 
of research methods and to one kind of 
technological endpoint weakened both the 
project’s results and credibility.26  In parti-
cular, this project intended to replace, not 
just support, the intelligence community’s 
work practices and knowledge base with 
symbolic, logical, machine representations 
that could be manipulated. In short, the 
project’s strong ideological commitment 
to structured, technological solutions to 
“roadblocks” in intelligence work lessened 
the impact the project might have had on 
innovation and redesign in the intelligence 
community.27 
 The project’s strong bias for cognitive, 
desk top level tools and “solutions” also 
does not inspire confidence in its results. 
Nor does the fact that so little of the proj-
ect’s research appeared in peer reviewed 
journals. As for generalizability, the Glass 
Box project focused on the civilian, not the 
military, intelligence community. Pirolli28 
is one exception. Still, as with all Glass 
Box studies, the number of subjects inter-
viewed were small and not representative. 
In sum, by whatever quality indicators one 
wishes to apply to Glass Box, its research 
appears to be weak and ideologically driv-
en. Further, the project’s “before the fact” 
commitment to a particular technological 
solution set means all its findings can be 
challenged.
 Since 9/11, intelligence professionals have 
attempted to acquire additional resources 
and competences that would help them 
carry out their missions in today’s, com-
plex world. The result has been a “growth 
opportunity” not just for consultants and 
vendors but for the academic community 
as well. Much of this work has centered 
on the idea of sense making (sense mak-
ing) – a term whose current popularity can 

gence practitioners have to evaluate what 
the consultants and vendors tell them they 
need to fulfill their institutional and mission 
goals.
 This again is because the only knowl-
edge these practitioners have access to, 
outside themselves, tends to be relatively 
weak forms of science. In short, this sci-
entific knowledge is rather suspect analyti-
cally and empirically. There are a number 
of reasons why members of the intelligence 
community often do not recognize this 
themselves. One is that this “science” of-
ten comes to them from well known, well 
regarded universities and academic de-
partments. Another is that this knowledge 
while it seems to resemble scientific find-
ings emerges more often than from science 
itself but from a number of varieties of sci-
entism like cognitive science whose “facts”, 
theory and results are accepted largely be-
cause they approximate legitimate scientif-
ic practice. This has too meant that most of 
solution(s) academia has provided to intel-
ligence problems (of any kind) have been 
technological ones. This linkage of science, 
solution and technology “works” because 
it rests on a very persuasive Western rheto-
ric – progressivism, i.e., technology always 
gets better and can handle, for this reason, 
even seemingly “wicked’ human problems, 
exactly the problems these practitioners re-
alize that they have to confront everyday in 
today’s world.
 An example is the Glass Box project 
which was a Battelle research project fun-
ded by US Department of Defense. This 
is perhaps the largest project ever funded 
to study work in the intelligence commu-
nity. The Glass Box project attempted to 
“trap” massive data streams to document 
the work intelligence analysts carry out.24 
As for the quality of the science, Glass Box 
studies often had few subjects.25 Further 
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nity, even though the science that supports 
the claims is equally suspect. 
 A number of anthropologists have at-
tempted to fill in some of the blanks in the 
literature. For example, Johnston33 has fo-
cused on the kinds of analytic work the US 
civilian intelligence community routinely 
carries out. There is no baseline standard 
analytic method, Johnston reports and he 
stresses the cumulative effect that history 
and tradition has on the analytic practice(s) 
in the intelligence community However, 
Johnston describes this analytic work as 
tradecraft and portrays it as “a mysterious 
process learned only by the initiated and ac-
quired only through the elaborate rituals of 
professional indoctrination”. This implies 
that the methods and techniques of analy-
sis are “informal, idiosyncratic, unverifi-
able, and perhaps even unexplainable”. 
This characterization raises the question of 
how well Johnson understood or unpacked 
informant practice. A related question is to 
what extent can this representation of intel-
ligence, practice and procedures be attrib-
uted to analytic failure or mystification, in-
tentional or not, by Johnson’s informants. 
 Another anthropologist, Y. Mizrachi34 

has published a short (two page) paper on 
what happened when information technol-
ogy, its models and rhetoric are used to 
support the implementation of a large scale 
command and control information system at 
a Israeli defense force division headquarters. 
The author of this literature review, also an 
anthropologist, has been part of a three year 
Swedish project to support the redesign of 
the military intelligence function. This proj-
ect built on a previous two year project and 
used ethnography linked to a practice-based 
agenda35 to achieve with Swedish Armed 
Forces personnel significant practical and 
scientific benefits (for the project’s publica-
tions/reports, contact the project’s leader, 

be traced back to work of Karl Weick.29 In 
fact there have been entire conferences and 
workshops devoted to sensemaking in the 
intelligence community.30

 There are however a number of problems 
with the term sense making and these are sel-
dom acknowledged or recognized by those 
who use the term. To begin with, the term 
sense making has been used in so many and 
so many contradictory ways it can hardly be 
regarded a scientific term at all. Further, the 
term sense making often been redefined to 
justify theoretical and empirical projects that 
seem at some “remove”from Weick’s own. 
Another problem, one seldom acknowledged 
too, is that Weick’s argument for the term, a 
re-analysis of  the Mann Gulch Disaster, is 
itself weak analytically and empirically. The 
end result is much of the recent literature on 
sense making ignores (or more accurately at-
tempts to finesse) what are some of the most 
essential and refractory problems in the social 
analysis of organizations and work.  There 
is a certain irony to this because Weick used 
the term to explain why previous analyses of 
how organizations succeed or fail were weak 
if not entirely suspect.
 The sense making literature especially that 
which has focused command/control and in-
telligence issues has ignored issues like power, 
structure and hierarchy. In effect, the assump-
tion is that if we get sense making “right” at 
the individual level these “wicked” analytic, 
practical issues simply go away. What the 
sense making literature tends to do is reduce 
(translate) these issues into questions that 
“proper” representation(s) and artefacts can 
handle.31 There is a parallel literature on 
a variety of simulation projects that make 
the same kind of claims for simulation plat-
forms.32 Like the sense making initiatives, 
these too have been intended to support 
work practice and to overcome “obstacles” 
and “dead ends” in the intelligence commu-
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Per-Arne Persson [per-arne.persson@fhs.
se]). The project rested on best of practice 
social science and focused on how common 
sense is enacted within and across organi-
zations.36 This led us to focus especially 
on implicitly held category sets, beliefs and 
norms within a particular set of institutions 
and how and why they came to be accepted 
as “socially constructed truth”.37

 This project focus, a kind of intellectual 
archaeology, was chosen because it could 
bring to the surface a number of issues other 
scholars have neglected but are important to 
take into account if intelligence community 
is to achieve its mission(s) today. In keeping 
with the project’s focus and emphasis, this 
literature review has attempted to identify 
the biases that most weaken the recent litera-
ture on the intelligence community. By help-
ing practitioners identify and critique these 
biases, ones which are largely essentialistic, 
individualist and instrumental, they can be-
come stronger consumers and contributors 
to research done on their own community. 
This would help intelligence professionals 
better assess consultant and vendor claims 
too.

Further Research

To carry out this agenda, what are the is-
sues that require further investigation? The 
first perhaps is how to bring best of prac-
tice social science to bear on problems that 
confront today’s intelligence organizations? 
It can be argued that most of the problems 
that confront the intelligence community are 
ones that are “hidden”. This does not mean 
secret or occult. Rather it means something 
like opaque, i.e., are not easily accessible by 
practitioners themselves. However, the two 
most frequently proposed ways, outreach 
and mentoring which Treverton38 argues 
for, to link academic knowledge to practi-

cal issues within the intelligence community 
can not provide access of data of this kind. 
These approaches are more operations anal-
ysis techniques than research approaches 
and as such are intended to just “improve” 
intelligence practices.
 As Räsänen and Nyce39 show one of eth-
nography’s strengths is that this method can 
recover and assess what researchers from 
other disciplines tend to take for granted. 
Ethnography is a well validated method 
within the social sciences but researchers in-
terested in the intelligence community have 
so far rarely used it (but see Johnston40 and 
Mizrachi41). With ethnography a fieldwork-
er/researcher can detect patterns of thought 
and practice, and investigate the relation-
ship between them. This comparison, For-
sythe42 states, is “an important comparison, 
since what people do is not always the same 
as what they say they do.” Understanding 
what human actors in the intelligence think 
and do is complicated by what we see as a 
tradition not to talk much, largely due to 
issues of trust and secrecy, about profes-
sional experience. As Berreman43 points out 
ethnography is perhaps the only field meth-
odology that can address issues like secrecy 
and trust because it cannot proceed unless 
informants understand and “buy into” one’s 
research agenda.
 This takes us to second issue: how to in-
volve practitioners in efforts of this kind? 
What this requires are projects that link both 
practice and research. This was achieved in 
the project described here largely through 
participation in learning and change activi-
ties. What also distinguished this research 
project from most was how diverse the re-
search group was. It consisted not just of 
academics (university faculty, PhDs, doc-
toral students, etc.) but also of experienced 
officers including some who had ties to the 
intelligence community studied. The par-
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ticipation of these various parties has meant 
that the results and insights gained through-
out the research process have been critiqued 
as produced and distributed. This meant 
that practitioners could use these insights 
to spur innovation and change in ongoing, 
everyday work. 
 In fact, what distinguished this project 
from other ethnographic or action research 
projects was just how ongoing (continual) 
and iterative the process of framing research 
questions and issues has been. What it means 
to be scientific is often misunderstood. In 
particular it is often assumed that the more 
objective, theoretical and abstract a project 
is, the more scientific it is. This project and 
the results it achieved were only possible 
because the project not only challenged this 
stance, it inverted it. 
 In short, rather than seeking an objective 
“place to stand”, this project was practice 
based and its results emerged from a long 
term ongoing collaborations between prac-
titioners and researchers. This meant that 
the project produced higher order insight 
and analysis defined by both scientific rig-
or and ongoing, practical organizational/
workplace requirements. Further, whatever 
“threats” to objectivity that may have re-
sulted, this stance encouraged practitioners 
to become equal partners in the writing and 
revision of the project’s research questions. 
Since the threats to objectivity can be “con-
trolled” in any number of ways, the poten-
tial gains this research strategy promised 
and fulfilled clearly outweighed any poten-
tial (and largely hypothetical) losses.
 The third issue is what kinds of ques-
tions should a project take up? What dis-
tinguished this project has been its com-
mitment to a single line of inquiry, one that 
emerged from and is congruent with best 
practice in interpretive social science. This 
is identifying what project participants took 

to be common sense, i.e., logical and natural 
and how this gives work and knowledge its 
characteristic form within the intelligence 
community. This is also what defines con-
straints and opportunities, responsibility 
and autonomy, product and process, within 
the organization they work. 
 However once again much of what in-
forms practice and product in this commu-
nity of practitioners, i.e., structure, category 
and hierarchy, like power itself, is difficult 
to recover and access. Further the tendency 
to focus on the individual operators and 
tools, resources and practices has tended 
to obscure the role structural elements like 
these play in the organizational legitimatiza-
tion of these practitioners’ everyday life. 
 One result is that macro level issues, es-
pecially those related to organizational re-
design (which is essentially a cultural and 
political process) are often settled by de-
fault. Further, what this often means is that 
economic rationality which can often con-
ceal any number of vested interests (consul-
tants, vendors, etc) can drive a redesign pro-
cess and influence, if not determine, what its 
goals are to be. Further, this “reduction” of 
options and choices and how and why this 
occurs is something those involved in the 
process are not always conscious of. This 
often has meant that whenever lack of fit 
issues emerge, they are treated as implemen-
tation or “end user” issues and, as Nyce and 
Dekker44 argue, responsibility is not traced 
back to the science or vendors who pro-
vide the intelligence community with these 
“solutions” whether they be new artifacts, 
methods or practices.
 To challenge this economic, instrumental 
rationality means that we will have to take 
on some refractory, even wicked, research 
problems related to social life in the intel-
ligence community. This means that among 
other things that it will be necessary to take 
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ganization with a chapter for military intel-
ligence practitioners and scholars. Such an 
organization could fill any number of un-
met needs ranging from points of contact 
to the provision and support for scientific 
research. This could help support the pro-
fessionalization of the intelligence profes-
sion as would a professional organization’s 
dissemination and exchange activities e.g., 
newsletters, a journal, seminars and annual 
conferences.
 All this could help practitioners have 
on hand the kinds of intellectual resources 
which could help them in creative ways 
rethink and rebuild their institutions as 
well as day to day practice. The erosion of 
boundaries for example between collection 
and analysis in today’s intelligence com-
munity means that certain practices and 
technologies and not others are now seen 
as more “rational” even more objective. As 
this occurs, other practices and technolo-
gies, often those linked to established meth-
ods and competences within the intelligence 
commun ity could lose their credibility and 
value.
 However, fundamental social changes, 
like these redefinitions of work, practice, 
and natural order in the intelligence com-
munity, like in any other community, are 
not the result of some “natural” process like 
innovation, progress or evolution. These 
changes within the intelligence community 
and associated institutions and agencies 
are the result of social forces whose inter-
ests and biases are seldom recognized, like 
elite science/vendor networks, and these 
help make some changes seem reasonable 
and others not. These interests contribute 
to, in ways often difficult to track, how 
some things not others become defined as 
legitimate problem(s), solutions and re-
search. Until the issues like this are put on 
the table, today’s intelligence practitioners 

a closer look at some of this community’s 
central terms, i.e., data, information, intel-
ligence and how they have been employed 
within this community. Scholars like Fou-
cault have often pointed out that debates 
and “confusions” about a community’s 
central terms are rarely accidental or in-
advertent. Rather they mask things like 
power, hierarchy and self-interest and this 
allows them to escape both study and chal-
lenge. 
 This occurs in ways we cannot even begin 
to understand because the role management 
and organizational issues play in the mili-
tary intelligence community have received 
so little attention. This has meant for ex-
ample that it is difficult formulate let alone 
understand in any clear way how tactical or 
operational response styles are both framed 
by and determined by institutional context 
and target environment(s). By the extension, 
this means that it will be necessary to as-
sess if not rethink what it is meant by battle 
management and command. To help practi-
tioners addresse these issues analytically and 
practically a number of different kinds of 
knowledge and perspectives have to put in 
their hands. This could be done by provid-
ing the intelligence community with training 
and instruction through a variety of chan-
nels (conferences, short duration/high yield 
courses, tutorials, online modules) in areas 
like intelligence/tactics, military informatics, 
systems/engineering thought, and culture/
organization studies. A way to coordinate 
these efforts could be to establish a NDC 
Center for Integrated Intelligence that fo-
cuses on military/civilian operational issues 
and requirements. This international center 
could help drive and coordinate research, 
build practitioner/scholarly networks and 
of course design and deliver instructional 
content. The center could also be the foun-
dation for an international professional or-
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will not gain the kind of advantage over 
their opponents that science has promised 
them.

Summary

The review has presented some issues and 
problems that are often left out of intelli-
gence research. It has suggested here too 
that some additional perspectives and prob-
lems, mainly derived from the interpretive 
social sciences like anthropology, could 
add value to the intelligence literature. 
The project, described here, focused on the 
knowledge requirements and research/ana-
lytic processes that can help practitioners 
develop a more robust and analytic intel-
ligence system. 
 Intelligence practitioners need to be 
aware of their literature’s weaknesses and 
strengths. They also need a metric to help 
determine the extent to which this literature 

as well as other scientific literatures can help 
support change and innovation within the 
intelligence community. This literature is 
a first step in this direction. It reviews the 
existing literature to assess what is there 
that could be of use to practitioners as they 
rebuild and replace existing intelligence 
structures, processes and functions. Some 
of issues that seem important to take on in 
this process have been outlined in the last 
paragraphs. These suggestions have ranged 
from new higher order research questions to 
extensions of (or elaborations on) present 
trends at work within the intelligence com-
munity today. Others have to emerge not 
just from the literature but from the experi-
ence, concerns and interests of intelligence 
practitioners themselves.

The author is associate Professor, Depart-
ment of Anthropology, Ball State University, 
Indiana, USA.
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