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Présentation


Service interministériel à compétence nationale, l’Académie du renseignement a été créée par un décret du Premier ministre du 13 juillet 2010.

Membre de la communauté française du renseignement, l’Académie du renseignement met en œuvre les orientations stratégiques du coordonnateur national du renseignement et de la lutte contre le terrorisme au profit, à titre principal, des six directions et services spécialisés : direction générale de la sécurité extérieure (DGSE), direction générale de la sécurité intérieure (DGSI), direction du renseignement militaire (DRM), direction du renseignement et de la sécurité de la défense (DRSD), direction nationale du renseignement et des enquêtes douanières (DNRED) et le service de traitement du renseignement et action contre les circuits financiers clandestins (TRACFIN). Son offre de formation s’adresse également au Service central du renseignement territorial (SCRT), à la direction du renseignement de la préfecture de police de Paris (DRPP), au Service national du renseignement pénitentiaire (SNRP), ainsi qu’à la sous-direction de l’anticipation opérationnelle (SDAO) de la Gendarmerie nationale.

La première mission de l’Académie du renseignement est donc de concourir à la formation du personnel des services de renseignement placés sous l’autorité des ministres chargés de la sécurité intérieure, des armées, de la justice, de l’économie et du budget. Elle a également pour mission de contribuer à la diffusion de la culture du renseignement.

L’Académie propose ainsi des actions de sensibilisation sur le renseignement, destinées à différents publics ou pouvant s’insérer, sous le label « Académie du renseignement » dans des formations assurées par d’autres organismes.

Afin de favoriser la promotion des métiers et de la culture du renseignement, l’Académie encourage le monde universitaire et de la recherche à travailler sur les thématiques du renseignement. La création d’une collection de l’Académie du renseignement à la Documentation française témoigne de cette volonté de faire partager au plus grand nombre la culture du renseignement.

Depuis 2014, des colloques publics sont ainsi organisés par l’Académie en partenariat avec des représentants du monde universitaire et de la Recherche. Ces manifestations présentent un caractère scientifique de haut niveau tout en étant destinées à un public assez large.

Dans le même esprit, l’Académie du renseignement décerne chaque année un Grand Prix destiné à distinguer une thèse de doctorat, un essai ainsi qu’une œuvre de fiction concourant à diffuser la culture du renseignement.

L’Académie a également créé un Comité pour l’histoire du renseignement.








Avertissement

Cet ouvrage constitue les actes du colloque international organisé par l’Académie du renseignement à l’amphithéâtre Foch de l’École militaire le 26 avril 2022.

Le contenu des communications ici reproduites n’engage que la responsabilité de leurs auteurs.
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Allocution d’ouverture


par Laurent Nuñez, coordonnateur national du renseignement et de la lutte contre le terrorisme



Je suis heureux et honoré de procéder à l’ouverture de ce colloque international et pluridisciplinaire dont le contenu sera, j’en suis convaincu, passionnant, si j’en juge à la fois par sa thématique et la qualité de ses intervenants.

À ce titre, je remercie sincèrement l’Académie du renseignement et son directeur François Chambon pour l’organisation de cette journée. Je remercie également tous les universitaires présents qui ont accepté de contribuer à ces travaux.

Je souhaite aussi saluer tout spécialement le professeur Olivier Forcade qui a joué un rôle important, je le sais, depuis un an, pour la conception de cette journée d’études.

Mon bref propos introductif poursuivra un double objectif. D’abord, rappeler ce que nous avons réalisé pour le rapprochement du monde universitaire avec les services de renseignement. Ensuite, vous dire ce que nous attendons concrètement du monde académique.

Il convient de rappeler que ce colloque s’inscrit dans la parfaite continuité des initiatives que la CNRLT et la communauté du renseignement en France ont prises depuis 2010, date de la naissance de l’Académie du renseignement, et tout spécialement depuis 2017, et ce pour qu’un dialogue concret s’instaure entre nos deux univers : le monde académique et les services. En 2019, la CNRLT a inscrit dans la Stratégie nationale du renseignement la priorité accordée aux enjeux de formation et de recherche académique.

Si nous percevons tous que ces deux mondes poursuivent des objectifs très différents en apparence, il n’en demeure pas moins qu’ils sont tous deux des producteurs de savoirs. Évidemment, les services ont leur « jardin secret » et le monde académique a son autonomie et sa liberté. Cependant, je suis convaincu que nous avons des choses à faire ensemble !

En tant que Coordonnateur national du renseignement et de la lutte contre le terrorisme, à l’image de mon prédécesseur à ce poste, Pierre de Bousquet, j’accorde une grande attention à la manière dont nos services doivent vivre en bonne « intelligence » avec le monde universitaire.

À ce titre, nous avons innové.

Je vous épargnerai un catalogue exhaustif des initiatives prises tant par la CNRLT que par les services, pour n’en citer que quelques-unes depuis 2017, 7 en l’occurrence qui me paraissent structurantes et fondatrices pour l’avenir :


	
un conseiller de la CNRLT traite à temps plein de la relation avec le monde universitaire, intellectuel et de la Recherche ; il s’agit de Jean-François Gayraud ;

	
un Grand Prix de l’Académie du renseignement récompense chaque année une œuvre de fiction, un essai et une thèse de doctorat ; avec un jury composé pour partie d’universitaires ;

	
le financement de thèses de doctorat par l’Académie du renseignement ;

	
la mise en place du Comité d’histoire du renseignement à l’Académie du renseignement ;

	
un corps d’enseignants et d’intervenants à l’Académie du renseignement issu désormais en majorité du monde universitaire ;

	
le développement de formations diplômantes à l’Académie du renseignement, selon un double modèle :
	
•Nous avons labellisé des diplômes universitaires ouverts aux étudiants aussi bien dans des universités que dans des IEP ;

	
•Et nous avons également fait créer une formation diplômante réservée aux membres de nos services, de la licence jusqu’au doctorat, par le CNAM ;





	
enfin, un colloque annuel avec publication d’actes portant sur le renseignement.



Cependant, les avancées concrètes portées par l’Académie du renseignement n’épuisent pas ce que nos services réalisent aussi par eux-mêmes en direction du monde universitaire. Ils auront l’occasion d’en parler lors de la seconde table ronde de cette journée, cet après-midi.

Cela dit, venons-en au second point de mon propos. Pourquoi avons-nous besoin du monde académique ?

Vu depuis le pilotage stratégique de la CNRLT, il me semble évident que nos services ont besoin du monde académique. Ici j’opérerai une distinction qui me semble cardinale entre les études pour et les études sur le monde du renseignement.

Nous avons d’abord besoin d’études pour le monde du renseignement.

Les services n’ont évidemment pas le monopole du savoir, aussi bien pour l’analyse que pour la connaissance pure. Dans un monde de plus en plus complexe, aux enjeux socio-économiques et scientifiques multiples, et produisant des données de manière de plus en plus massive, il est évident que les services ne peuvent ni ne doivent se passer des enseignements académiques. D’abord, les services ne peuvent analyser le monde en vase clos. Par ailleurs, nos services ne doivent pas non plus aller chercher avec des moyens spécialisés ce qui est à portée de main.

Nous avons besoin ensuite d’études sur le renseignement.

Pour commencer, et sous réserve de ce qui sera dit sur ce thème aujourd’hui, il existe en France des « études sur le renseignement », même si ces études ne forment pas, ou pas encore, une discipline universitaire.

On le sait peu ou on le voit peu, mais il y a beaucoup de travaux francophones d’une grande richesse, dont nous n’avons pas toujours conscience et qui, sans former de manière consciente une « école française des études sur le renseignement », n’en constituent pas moins un corpus intéressant.

Nous savons qu’en France le développement de ces études a été plus difficile qu’aux États-Unis, qu’en Grande-Bretagne ou qu’au Canada. Sans revenir ici sur les causes de ce retard, il faut reconnaître que le climat a beaucoup évolué depuis les années 1990.

Les travaux de l’Amiral Lacoste, ex-DGSE, ont beaucoup fait pour sortir le renseignement français de l’ombre afin de commencer à lui donner une visibilité académique ; puis d’autres chercheurs et professeurs, à l’image de Sébastien-Yves Laurent, Olivier Forcade, Olivier Chopin, Bertrand Warusfel ou Philippe Hayez, et d’autres, ont donné une forte impulsion à ces sujets.

Surtout, le renseignement français connaît depuis trois décennies un processus de légitimation nouveau tenant, d’une part, à la montée de grands défis sécuritaires contemporains comme par exemple le terrorisme, les armes de destruction massive ou les cyberattaques, et d’autre part, aux efforts de modernisation de ses moyens.

La perception du renseignement a ainsi changé, en bien, suscitant de la sorte un intérêt intellectuel nouveau.

Autrement dit, la légitimation à la fois politique, culturelle et intellectuelle de l’objet renseignement explique pourquoi nous assistons à la floraison de travaux en langue française sur le renseignement, et ce dans toutes les disciplines, au-delà même désormais du droit, de l’histoire et de la science politique. Il faut s’en féliciter.

Cela dit, pourquoi les services ont-ils besoin d’études sur le renseignement ? Là, les objectifs sont multiples.

D’abord, il y a un souci démocratique. Il est sain que dans un système épris de liberté, et bien évidemment dans les limites des exigences de sécurité nationale, nos concitoyens comprennent les grands enjeux du renseignement en dehors des présentations fictionnelles, journalistiques ou scandaleuses. Un sujet aussi sérieux mérite un traitement sérieux, scientifique autrement dit. Il n’est pas question ici de transparence mais plus simplement d’un devoir de connaissance, de sensibilisation et d’information ; c’est aussi une manière de rendre des comptes à nos concitoyens sur l’activité d’administrations spécialisées.

Il y a ensuite un souci de légitimité, dont j’ai déjà parlé. Le renseignement n’est pas un objet sale et les services ont donc intérêt à mieux se faire connaître afin que leur action soit comprise.

Il y a par ailleurs un souci de progrès. Le monde académique est porteur, en particulier à travers ses travaux de thèse, de réflexions utiles sur de multiples aspects de l’activité des services, comme par exemple sur l’évolution du droit et des institutions du renseignement.

Il y a enfin un souci de formation. Ce regard extérieur est utile pour la formation de nos cadres. Pour ne prendre qu’un exemple, il n’existe pas de culture et d’identité professionnelles fortes au sein d’un service sans un solide socle de savoir historique qui, avec ses ombres et ses lumières, inscrit ses membres dans une tradition.

Je ne peux que vous souhaiter de fructueux échanges.

L’approche comparative proposée par les organisateurs de ce colloque sera forcément féconde.








Première partie - L’écriture de l’histoire 
du renseignement : 
modèles et pratiques
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The British Way of Intelligence History


by John Ferris



Intelligence is an international phenomenon, and its history is studied internationally. French, German, Israeli, Japanese and Russian scholars address intelligence history generally as do those from Anglophone countries, and belong to what recently has become a distinct field of history. Meanwhile, national schools of thought have emerged on intelligence history. They stem from broader cultures for the study of history, and take complex forms, both individually and collectively. French commentators sometimes speak of “les Anglo-Saxons” when discussing intelligence history, reflecting their perspective that scholars of English speaking countries are unified. This view has much truth. Certainly, Anglophone historians tend to ignore works written in other languages, yet to read each other’s writings and to devise programmes for scholarship in common ways. They form the largest self-contained, however loose, body of intelligence historians. Even so, differences in popular and academic culture affect how American and British (or, alternately, English, Irish, Scottish and Welsh) scholars write intelligence history, while Canadians are a large part of the so-called “British” school. Many non-Anglophones write (or translate) their works in English, and so enter the Anglosphere. Some Anglophone historians even read work written in other languages.

Just as there is a “British way of war”, so too there is a ”British way of intelligence history”. Each of these concepts has characteristics - strengths, weaknesses, and limitations - and must be defined with care. Lord Palmerston once said that Britain had no “eternal allies” or “perpetual enemies”, merely “eternal and perpetual” interests, yet those aims which he pursued, like containing Russian power over Turkey so to maintain stability within British India, did not resonate in British strategy before 1830 or after 1948.1 Nor is the concept of the “British way of war” universally applicable to the island kingdom’s strategy between, say, 1066 and 2022. It applies only to the period between 1690 and 1940, when Britain had consistent strategic characteristics, being an archipelago off Europe, with a world wide presence, dominant in European and to a lesser and varying degree non-European seas, and able to play to its unusual strengths ( say, its ability to pursue strategies of financial and economic attrition and limited liability in European wars, and to deploy western military techniques against non-western peoples), and meanwhile to prevent foes from exploiting its greatest vulnerabilities.

Nor are “schools of thought” a simple matter. One may differentiate any one of them from another by their methods in research and analysis, focus on sources and topics, and assumptions, which often are elaborate and nuanced, as with the “Annales school” or the “English school of International Relations theory”. British intelligence history is nested in two academic areas which have higher status in Britain than in other Anglophone countries, and most western ones - military and strategic, and international, history. British work in these areas is characterized by empiricism, thorough research, attempts to fully describe relatively narrow topics, at the price of more speculative but broader approaches, by a focus on states above societies and culture, and by the avoidance of abstract arguments, and discussion of theories, even when the latter shape writings. This British approach may not be the best school of intelligence history, and even if so, may lose that distinction at any moment, and certainly has its limits, but it is the first national school to become mature, and self-conscious. That a mature national school of intelligence history first emerged in Britain, rather than another country, requires explanation. Why, for example, did it not start first in France ? since Ernest D’Hauterive was the best and most prolific intelligence historian of the mid twentieth century, focused on internal security in Napoleonic France, while in 1970, French archives held more public documents, more easily accessed, on the intelligence of states, than did British ones.2



Pathways

The present path of British intelligence history did not emerge until around 1970, after the British government admitted the role of Ultra during the Second World War, and released material on the matter. That study followed different paths before 1970, which may change again in the middle future. These changes stemmed from the combination of the concerns of elite and popular audiences, of academic fashions and concerns, the importance of intelligence to British culture, the policies of states, the political calculations of intelligence officials, the interests of authors, and the question of how, and how far, governments can bring records about the most secret of their activities, into the public domain.

The following discussion differentiates several sorts of “histories” : “official” secret ones, written by officers within intelligence agencies, for readership only by its members ; declassified “official” accounts, written by officers within agencies, but published openly ; “official” or “authorized” accounts, written by independent historians with cooperation from agencies, but designed for a public audience ; “demi-official” histories, written by unofficial writers given some privileged access to the secret records of agencies, as well as open sources ; and “unofficial” histories, written by historians without cooperation from agencies, using public documents as well, perhaps, interviews. This terminology can be confusing, especially because, in older British parlance, every person and agency mentioned in published “official” histories was allowed to read drafts and demand changes in wording or arguments. Partly because they cannot name most living intelligence officers, modern “official” histories have a more relaxed approach toward this issue, and “authorized” histories even more so.

Between 1815-1914, Britain relied less on secret intelligence than at any other time in modern history, and also more quickly made public its records on the matter.3, In 1884, the surviving archive of its old black chamber, closed in 1844, was released to the British Library and the public, with some restrictions.4 Material on many of its greatest intelligence efforts of the middle nineteenth century were published with surprising speed, though not about the Crimean and South African wars. The topographical reports on territories north of British India, produced by indigenous geographers, “the pundits”, whose work was coordinated by imperial strategists, were released almost immediately on receipt, and discussed by specialists in the leading think tanks of the time, such as geographical societies in London and St. Petersburg.5 By 1902, most intelligence records during the so-called Indian mutiny of 1857 were published.6 The unofficial or academic intelligence literature was small, largely because diplomatic, military and naval histories themselves were uncommon, but Charles Oman’s history of the Peninsular war integrated the intelligence record well into its account of operations.7 Intelligence was constantly published in the documentary collections which were fundamental to the study of British history.8 Military intelligence compiled internal but secret histories of its work in imperial campaigns, to guide officers confronting similar problems in the future.9 The theory, practice and history of intelligence was widely discussed in demi-official and public sources, which particularly mined the Napoleonic wars and the American Civil War for examples.10 Senior authorities seem to have welcomed such works, rather than trying to suppress them.

Modern British intelligence began in 1914. From that moment, intelligence became increasingly important to British policy and power, more than for most states. This development created more evidence on intelligence than ever before, and greater opportunities for writing about the British experience with it. After the First World War, many memoirs discussed intelligence and its effects, including on the most sensitive of topics, like deception and signals intelligence. Alfred Ewing, the first head of Room 40, the naval codebreaking organization, and his ex-master, Winston Churchill, both publicized the work of this agency. Collectively, these disclosures revealed all of the main efforts of British intelligence during that conflict, though many key details remained hidden. The military services attempted to stop these public discussions, especially about signals intelligence. These efforts at censorship had little success until 1933, following the trial of Compton McKensie, but then remained strong until 1970.11 Meanwhile, the Admiralty and the Foreign Office both commissioned secret and strong histories of the role of intelligence, especially signals intelligence, in maritime and economic warfare.12 The army did not commission such works, but demi-official accounts were written, and its widely disseminated doctrine on intelligence rested on intelligent analysis of the experiences of the great war.13 The security and intelligence services, MI 5 and MI 6, kept good internal records, but did not write systematic histories of their work. The official histories of the British military services discussed intelligence far less than did those of Austria-Hungary and Germany. Meanwhile, as in many countries, some academic works discussed intelligence in other periods of history, usually by incorporating the product as evidence, though rarely also studying collection or assessment as distinct topics.14

The Second World War marked a heyday for British intelligence, and censorship of discussions of it. Between 1945-70, the British state in particular sought to prevent any disclosure of Ultra, the term for high level communications intelligence produced and used by American and Commonwealth forces, and generally to limit discussion of intelligence during that war, using secrecy about the past to maximise its future strengths in the field. This effort achieved much but not entire success, which eroded over time.15 The signals intelligence agency, the Government Communications Headquarters (GCHQ), commissioned many internal histories, often first class in quality, which remained secret. So too, in 1946 John Curry completed an internal and able history of MI 5.16 The official military historians of the period often knew relevant sections of the intelligence record, including Ultra, but did not refer openly to it. However, the official history of the Indian army, a series written independently of other imperial ones, explicitly described Ultra on occasion, while many other works hinted at it.17 Despite having signed the Official Secrets Act, many old hands from intelligence agencies wished to have their work known, for fame and fortune, to make a bob or two, for historical reasons, or to bolster the reputation of their services. Though Whitehall prevented most would-be memorialists from discussing intelligence, it reluctantly tolerated some publications, so long as they never referred to Ultra. In particular, during the early 1950s, it resisted publication of Ewan Montagu’s work on Operation Mincemeat, a classic of British deception. Whitehall allowed its publication only because a retired British ambassador, Duff Cooper, published a thinly fictionalized version of the story, which stemmed from leakage by no one less than Winston Churchill. Montagu, wartime deceiver and peacetime Judge Advocate of the Fleet, exploited this situation by demanding that Britain either let him publish, or be damned itself, by prosecuting Duff Cooper.18 Ironically, Montagu intended his work to bolster the reputation of British intelligence, after the scandals of the defection of Guy Burgess and Donald McLean, as it did.

During the 1960s, pressure grew for publication about the history of intelligence during the Second World War. Old hands wished to answer the question posed on a famous poster from 1915, “Daddy, what did YOU do during the Great War ?”. The private papers of retired officials, statesmen and soldiers contained much evidence about intelligence and entered archives, which historians quickly discovered and wished to publish. Espionage became an increasingly powerful topic in British popular culture, fueled by scandals, by memoirs and biographies of individual agents or SOE officers, which often were quite accurate, and by popular histories, generally marked more by speculation than accuracy. Montagu was the first veteran to overturn whitehall’s policy of censorship, which others soon wished to emulate. By 1962, H. Montgomery Hyde, old hand turned politician, crusader for social reform, and author, used all of his skills as a barrister to publish an accurate account of the work of the British espionage outstation in North America, British Security Coordination, which whitehall dared not try to censor even though it exposed more about British intelligence than any work published since 1926.19, During the middle 1960s, the veteran turned leading journalist, Donald McLachlan, received privileged access from a host of retired officers (but seemingly not from any government agency) to files on naval intelligence during the Second World War. His book on the topic firmly defended the value of intelligence to Britain. Though whitehall suppressed his effort to write a demi-official account of naval intelligence, still he went far down that road, and even discussed Ultra in brief and veiled terms, by mentioning one of the cover names of Bletchley Park, “Station ‘X’” as a leading source for unspecified information.20 Another old hand, the traitor Kim Philby, published a sensationalized memoir which betrayed many details of British intelligence, including veiled references which showed that he, and his masters in Dzerzhinsky Square, knew of Ultra.21

Despite seizures of official documents in the papers of retired officials, the qualified success of campaigns of personal persuasion against independent historians, like David Irving and David Kahn, and appeals to loyalty against old hands, such as McLachlan, intelligence officials increasingly doubted whether they could or even should hold the line. GCHQ kept writers like McLachlan and Irving, from explicitly mentioning Ultra, and blocked Patrick Seale from exploiting his privileged access to the papers of the director of the interwar codebreaking agency, The Government Code & Cypher School (GC&CS), Alistair Denniston. Even so, GCHQ thought that public knowledge of Ultra and the breaking of Enigma was just a matter of time.22 By 1966, the pioneering historian of signals intelligence, David Kahn, almost discovered the Ultra secret when he published The Codebreakers. The mere fact that he publicised signals intelligence alarmed GCHQ. Soon afterward, a demi-official book published in Warsaw, reflecting recollections by the Polish veteran, Marian Rejewski, and later a memoir by a French siginter, Colonel Gustave Bertrand, openly and accurately described how they and GC&CS had attacked the German Enigma system during 1939-40.23 While in the context of the cold war, the Polish claims might be ignored, Bertrand’s work, published in 1973 by a leading French press, could not be. Intelligence authorities knew that the rest of the story soon would come out, especially after Britain put its archives on a thirty-year basis, which would make documents from the Second World War open to historical scrutiny, and inevitably spark discussions of signals intelligence. GCHQ planned to release some material on the topic, though it still hoped to minimise discussion of it. In 1972, John Masterman’s decision simply to sidestep the Official Secrets Act and publish in the United States his account of the “double-cross” system, by which Britain controlled all German agents in the United Kingdom, so enabling security and deception (though again without mentioning one of its key elements, Ultra), outflanked all British defences against the publication of intelligence from the Second World War. Old walls no longer could defend Ultra.24

GCHQ and the Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC) discussed these issues every few months between 1966 and 1973. Until this point, the major exception to whitehall’s policy of censorship, the first official history of intelligence commissioned by the British state, M.R.D. Foot’s SOE in France, had been published in 1966 for nakedly diplomatic reasons : to tell the secret story of Britain’s role in European resistance, so to bolster its image against claims for their nation’s roles by American, French and Soviet authors.25 Though senior civil servants saw this enterprise as having had mixed success, they considered following the same pattern in broader terms : to commission an official history of British intelligence during the Second World War, with the dual aim of releasing some secrets, which incidentally would burnish Britain’s record during that conflict, while shielding others. Senior civil servants and two Prime Ministers, Harold Wilson and Edward Heath, were divided over the matter, but ultimately whitehall accepted the idea of an official history of intelligence. Meanwhile, GCHQ decided that it would not oppose the next author who tried simply to publish the story. Fortunately for GCHQ, that book did not discuss techniques of cryptanalysis and had major errors. GCHQ preferred a mediocre historical account to one which was accurate on the wrong points, as later would occur with Gordon Welchman.

During 1974, in The Ultra Secret, Frederick Winterbotham released the first general account of Ultra, which created an international sensation. Once the genie left the bottle, the gap between the intentions behind official British releases of intelligence, and their effect, grew steadily. In ways that GCHQ could not have predicted, this publication sparked a world wide fascination with intelligence that never since has ceased, and the rise of a cult of Bletchley Park, complete with saints and martyrs, which shapes present British attitudes toward signals intelligence, and policy toward the practice. Ironically, publicity suited the interests of GCHQ more than secrecy ever did.

Meanwhile, “a basic GCHQ aim” remained “of discouraging further attempts by private individuals, following Winterbotham’s example, to fill gaps in the public history on intelligence subjects, particularly any such attempts which might include information on methods and techniques”. Whitehall hoped to further this aim by announcing that Britain would release an official history, British Intelligence during the Second World War (BISWW), which was published between 1978 and 1990. Privately, intelligence officials hoped that this announcement would discourage competent authors from tackling the topic for some time.26 Even more, after the Falklands war, Mrs. Thatcher forbade the publication of already written official volumes on counter-intelligence and strategic deception, by C.A.G. Simkin and Michael Howard, for fear that they would compromise living techniques. On her behalf, GCHQ prevented its American counterpart, The National Security Agency (NSA), from releasing any material referring to British practices of deception. Ironically, much of the evidence used by Howard soon reached the public sphere through leaks in the United States, and enabled the discussion which Mrs. Thatcher had hoped to prevent.27 After her downfall, Simkin and Howard’s histories were published, but with less impact than had they not been delayed. Above all, Britain released much of Ultra against German and Italian traffic into the public records, which became widely used by historians.

These developments enabled the rise of modern British intelligence history. They were possible because Britain was a victor power from the Second World War, while whitehall controlled its archives, could release secret documents to suit its interests, and understood how intelligence had evolved between 1914-70. Its population looked back with pride to the war, and was fascinated by intelligence. Release of the Ultra secret boosted Britain’s record in the war. In the only country with similar circumstances, the United States, the basic lines of American intelligence against Japan were well known, but intelligence authorities left Britain to lead in any releases about Ultra in Europe. France had fraught memories of the Second World War, had missed the revolution in intelligence, and had little evidence to release about it (even worse, many of its prewar intelligence files had been seized first by Germany and then the USSR, and resided in Russia until the 1990s). West Germans also were ignorant of this revolution and received control of their archives only in the 1960s. German memories of the war were extremely fraught. Any discussion of intelligence meant addressing either the Nazi period or the postwar BND, so addressing scandals like its use of ex-Nazi officers and officials, and penetration by the Stasi. German authorities preferred to avoid such discussions until decades after the cold war ended.

The unleashing of the Ultra secret caused old hands from 1939-45, well connected journalists, and popular and academic historians, to discuss British intelligence. Gordon Brook-Shepherd wrote well sourced accounts of MI 6 and Soviet defectors.28 Nigel West began to write popular intelligence histories, some of which were excellent, based demi-official access to old hands and internal histories, as from MI 5.29 Memoirs by many old hands rapidly filled gaps in the public history about Ultra.30 Most alarmingly, for GCHQ, one of the three great cryptanalysts from Bletchley Park, Gordon Welchman, described key technical elements of the attack on Enigma which, despite some errors, opened the way for precisely what it did not want : a literature on the techniques of computer based cryptanalysis. In a vain hope to “encourager les autres”, as Voltaire said of the execution of John Byng, a British admiral associated with a major defeat, in 1757, GCHQ and NSA launched a campaign to hurt Welchman. NSA stripped him of the security classification which was essential to Welchman’s career, though ultimately these actions merely attracted attention to his statements, and his work at Bletchley.31 One journalist, Ronald Lewin, wrote the first general account of Ultra, an impressive work despite many errors, which also connected the secondary literatures on intelligence and operations, so to gauge how and why intelligence had affected the war.32 Some works almost were demi-official, as with the memoir by Aileen Clayton, an experienced and respected officer from the RAF’s wireless intelligence service.33 After the old hand, Patrick Beesley, wrote two good and well researched accounts of naval intelligence during the Second World War, without access to classified material but, like McLachlan, with much aid from other old hands, some unknown service gave him privileged access to the entire archive of Room 40. Several years after he published Room 40, these files (and those on British army signals intelligence from the Great War), were quietly released into the official record, where I was the first person to find them, accidently, and to my astonishment.34 They literally had not been listed in the index to the ADM 137 series the last time that I checked them, just a few months before.

Meanwhile, a few British trained international and strategic historians began to work in intelligence history. These scholars were a generation or two younger than the old hands who hitherto had dominated the work, mostly without experiences in the intelligence services, and among the first academics able to use records between 1914 and the early cold war. These files contained far more evidence about intelligence than previously had reached the public domain. Though whitehall tried to “weed” all such records from the public domain, part of a policy to hide evidence about the work of intelligence during times of peace, it failed to do so well, while ample evidence also survived in private papers. For the first time, several scholars at once, rather than one at a time, were interested in intelligence as a whole, rather than just as part of a specific diplomatic or military event, while much material on the topic was available over broad topics and times. Initially, we worked with obsessive detail, primarily from primary documents, without benefit of a secondary literature, in small numbers, and a continuous narrative was hard to define. In any case, official and unofficial work became two parallel streams in British intelligence history.35







Official History and Authorised Historians

BISSW had mixed qualities.36 The volumes on British security and deception had powerful narratives and linked details effectively. The main series, on the operational and strategic roles of intelligence, covered that record well, and was right on virtually every detail, but details swamped the narrative, which also sprawled. The analysis of the “so what ?” question, about how and why intelligence mattered, was weakened because the authors (reasonably enough, given their main task) did not compare intelligence files with operational and strategic records. Nor were they allowed to discuss the relations and conflicts between people that drove British intelligence, without which decisions cannot be understood fully. The books by the old hand and historian, Ralph Bennett, on Ultra and allied operations and strategy, soon provided a better narrative and analysis than BISSW had done.37 Equally important improvements occurred when military historians began to compare primary documents on both intelligence, and operations and strategy. Still, BISSW provided an accurate and thorough record of previously unknown topics, raised crucial questions and answers, and encouraged further work, at a time when much of the wartime record of British intelligence already was in the public domain or entering it. The government unleashed the rest during the 1990s, augmented by releases of material by American and Australian authorities. The historical branches of the Central Intelligence Agency and NSA released documents and histories on their experience with intelligence, which illuminated the (often still secret) British experience. As students turned to the cold war, moreover, they found that the weeders had let much material on intelligence slip into the British archives.

A generation after the completion of BISSW, British intelligence agencies began again to commission authorized and official histories of their work. They were free to do so, subject to criticism from other bodies with shared “equities” stemming from common work. These bodies, national and foreign, have power over the release of documents, and can veto references to themselves, or even some events. These intelligence agencies acted because of self-interest, a desire to discuss their history and challenge what they saw as misconceptions about it, and changes in their times. As the agencies reduced their focus on secrecy, and the cold war ended, explaining themselves to the public became a political necessity, in order to gain consent for their work. They felt a need to address critiques of their history from unofficial historians, who made good use of documents in the public domain.38 The Cabinet Office commissioned an official history of the JIC, by Michael Goodman, of the work in economic intelligence during the cold war by other key analytic organizations, the Joint Intelligence Bureau and the Defence Intelligence Staff (DIS), and several histories of the Special Operations Executive (SOE).39 Later, the three major collection agencies used the centenaries of their creation, to justify the writing of authorised histories. MI 6 gave Keith Jeffery—whose early death was a loss to his friends, family, scholarship and humour - complete access to its files between 1909-1946. MI 5 commissioned Christopher Andrew to write a work ending around 2000, though excluding certain areas from study.40 GCHQ asked me to write a history, with strong access to some aspects of its history until 1992, but none to others, though ultimately it provided more access than initially intended.

The selection and recruitment of historians have differed in each case, as have their experiences. The Cabinet Office, and some old intelligence hands in the Foreign Office, selected M.R.D. Foot to write SOE in France, because he was a respected scholar with a good war record, but no experience with intelligence, though it also considered old hands turned Oxford historians, like William Deakin. BISSW was led by H.H. Hinsley, a leading analyst from Bletchley Park and scholar of international history, several other old hands, and Michael Howard, a respected military historian with a good war record, though no experience in intelligence. Yet two old hands turned journalists, Peer Calvocoressi and Peter Fleming, also were considered as authors. The rest of us have been selected by a specific agency, on their assessment of our record not as soldiers, but as scholars.

Self-interest marks this process of official history. For reasons of politics and security, intelligence agencies wish to have certain topics discussed and others not, and look for able historians whom public and elite audiences will regard as independent. Authors wish to have the first crack with this bat, but also to maintain and demonstrate their independence. In this process, both academics and the agencies must beware a devil’s bargain, but so far the practice has aided both sides—though, one might cavil, “’e would say that, wouldn’t ‘e ?”. During the 1960s and 1970s, the relationships between old hands and official historians were complex—for example, Calvocoressi and Deakin were considered for selection as official historians, and later wrote memoirs of their experiences. Hints of old rivalries waft from the works of these old hands. Official and unofficial historians had equally complex relationships after 2000. Official historians had privileged access to documents and developed personal relationships with intelligence officers. Yet these historians never became officials, and always expected to return to academe, where they might well know things which they could not disclose. A few unofficial historians perhaps were angry that they had not been selected as official historians, and jealous of those who were. Far more unofficial historians, however, trusted the authorised histories because they knew that the authors had shared professional values, and concern for their own honour and reputations—the jewel in any scholar’s crown.

I cannot speak on behalf of other authorized historians, but I accepted GCHQ’s commission for several reasons. Around 1983, as the history of British signals intelligence became my primary topic of research, I remember thinking to myself, “Wouldn’t it be funny if someday I wrote the official history of GCHQ ?”. The chance to be the first person to see GCHQ’s secret records, and to describe its work and the development of a century of signals intelligence, was too attractive to decline. I could see no other scholar who was better able than me to achieve these ends, and to create a broad narrative and explanation for a great but unknown matter. I agreed that GCHQ must protect many secrets but also wished to see as much of its record as possible become known. The opportunity not merely to achieve this end, but to bring many of these documents into the public domain, multiplied my enthusiasm for this project, as did the thought of three years of subsidized research and writing, when I was seconded from my university. The experience also had unexpected benefits. For a civilian, I had unprecedented access to the company of siginters, which gave me an anthropologist’s position among people with a culture known to few outsiders. As an authorised historian, I have learned what it is like to participate in public discussions where I must not hint at classified knowledge which I happen to possess, even when hearing statements which are not entirely true, or to answer inconvenient questions with the phrase, “ I couldn’t possibly comment on that point”.

I, Andrew, Foot, Goodman and Jeffery, all had limited access to the archives themselves, for which purpose we have had a research assistant, to process the volume of material and in most cases, to simplify problems caused by our lack of security clearances. My Virgil was James “Jock” Bruce, an ex GCHQ hand who turned historian after he retired, and with whom I had talked and worked for a decade on the history of signals intelligence. Both GCHQ and I trusted Jock, who ensured that I saw every file which fell within my remit. I worked closely with several members of GCHQ, who offered essential support, preeminently the GCHQ Historian, Tony Comer.41 Despite being a foreigner, I could write an authorized history of a British intelligence agency, because I came from a “Five Eyes” country. That would have been impossible for a scholar from other countries. I signed the Official Secrets Act, but had no formal security clearance. The latter actually would have caused me problems, as GCHQ would have had to vet anything I ever wrote again on signals intelligence. Signing the Official Secrets Act in theory prevented me from discussing any material I saw which remains unpublished and secret, and did so in practice, even though I am not a British subject, because that document is pledged to HRH Queen Elizabeth II, who also is sovereign of my own country. So to solve the problem of access, in effect GCHQ temporarily created a class of declassified documents, which I alone could see, at the moment.

The question of how much of the material used by authorised historians will be made public, and when, also has varied. The BISSW team believed that most of that material would be withheld for generations, but it was released far earlier than they expected. Many of the records used by Andrew and Jeffery probably will not be released for generations, while most of that which I used should be released over the next decade. When my work was published, the intention was to release most of these documents to The National Archives, a process which already has begun with the material about sigint and the end of the Palestine Mandate, 1945-48. Some files will be retained, and redactions will be made on many records which are released, but within a few years after the book is out, so too will be most of the material which I used. Much of the British signals intelligence record from the Cold War will be in the public domain. Anyone who wants to check or challenge my interpretation will be able to do so, though everyone also should remember that much about GCHQ’s work still remains hidden.

Each of us authorised or official historians of intelligence had different remits. I had complete access to GCHQ records on the matters which I addressed, and none whatsoever to those which my history would not cover. When GCHQ approached me to become its authorized historian, it knew that it would not give me material on certain matters, and wanted me to address some specific topics. I liked all of those topics, but I added many matters to this list. I insisted on the need to discuss British sigint from 1898 to 1945, and convinced GCHQ to let me do a chapter which I called “Just Who are These Guys, Anyway ?” : that is, an historical sociological study of GCHQ between 1939 and 1989, with statistics and analyses of issues like race, gender and class ; modes of recruitment, promotion and work for people ranging from wireless operators to cryptanalysts and high flyers ; the characteristics which GCHQ sought among its people, and what these people are like, etc. That is the chapter that most excited me, which led GCHQ to give me evidence it had not expected to provide. I also extended the discussion on translucency and oversight in ways that I do not think GCHQ expected. It starts in 1815, ends in 2020, and focuses on the development and decline of a culture of secrecy within British government and intelligence agencies ; how Whitehall controlled British codebreaking between 1914-90 (which is the way that oversight and transparency worked at the time) ; the traumas faced after 1970 by the most secret agency of a state which generally valued secrecy, as broader cultural and political attitudes changed toward trust in the state ; and the modern conflict between operational security, and the need to meet demands for oversight and some openness to the public. I borrowed the word “translucency,” which better reflects the degree of openness possible to any sigint agency than does the more common term, “transparency”, from Dave Sherman, who has recently retired from NSA.

About 33 % of the book covered topics where the evidence already was in the public domain, on the history of British signals intelligence between 1898 to 1945. The reason was simple : no one ever had systematically presented that material, and general understanding of it was inadequate. In order to understand the history of GCHQ after 1945, one must know how British signals intelligence evolved between 1898-1945. The main part of the work, on GCHQ between 1945-92, rested primarily on previously secret documents, and interviews with major figures in its work. About 33 % of the book was an institutional history of a previously unknown agency, covering its organisation, leadership, people, work, finances, politics, relations with other agencies and the state, successes and failures. One of my longest chapters addressed the signals intelligence relationship between the “Five Eyes”, Australia, Britain Canada, New Zealand, the greatest intelligence alliance on earth. I paid much, but still inadequate, attention to a topic of fundamental concern, cryptography and signals security, where Britain’s performance was mixed throughout the twentieth century. I wrote as much as GCHQ and its partner agencies would let me do about the techniques of collection after 1945, more than any other author has done, and enough to clarify these practices. I provided broad accounts of the development and effect of British signals intelligence during the First and Second world wars, and on diplomacy and strategy during the interwar period. I also saw all of the primary documents which GCHQ possessed on three crises and conflicts from the cold war (in the Palestine Mandate between 1945-48, the “confrontation” between Britain and Malaysia versus Indonesia, 1964-66, and the Falklands conflict of 1982), as well as many records on British strategy and intelligence in the struggle between NATO and Warsaw Pacts during the cold war. In all of these cases, I examined relevant primary documents from the units which consumed GCHQ products. One of my main tasks, and something requested by GCHQ, was to answer the “so what ?” question : that is, why did this stuff matter, and to whom ? That question can be answered only when one examines the records of the major consumers, and compares the intelligence record to what actually happened on the ground. Collectively, my chapters on the use of signals intelligence for policy illustrate the range of this matter, in terms of competence and effect. They show that signals intelligence often cannot answer major questions, or provides material which policy cannot act upon, but frequently is the best and most useful source available to states, and sometimes strikes like lightening. Most of this book addressed what I call “the first age of sigint”, during the era dominated by radio, but its final chapter looks broadly at GCHQ between 1989-2020, and the rise of what I call “the second age of sigint”, or the time of the internet. This chapter relied primarily on material in the public domain, and interviews with veterans and current practitioners.

GCHQ would not give me much access to material on the techniques of cryptanalysis after 1948, or any diplomatic communications intelligence after August 1945. I wrote little on cryptanalysis after 1945, though I made some original additions to an emerging area of study. There is a fair amount of evidence in the public domain about the diplomatic communications intelligence produced by GCHQ and NSA after 1945, but I referred to it only regarding my case studies, and then in general terms. Thus, I did not discuss in detail one of GCHQ’ main functions. Since I had a chapter on diplomatic communications intelligence between 1919-45, and a few paragraphs on it between 1915-18, the topic was covered adequately, as were techniques of cryptanalysis up to 1948. Nor did I see operational material from GCHQ on its involvement in military activities, except for those in the chapters on the end of empire and on NATO. I also saw some material on liaison relations, with foreign intelligence agencies, the most sensitive topic which I addressed, from GCHQ’s perspective, because of their number and nature. These relationships are complex, ranging from transactional to alliances, and among the greatest secrets in modern history. They are best seen as being like the diplomatic and military relations between states, and increasingly as important. Being secret, they also are politically sensitive ; past history can have live consequences. I had reasonable access to material on liaison relations with other signals intelligence agencies within the Five Eyes, and NATO and its member countries, the two biggest ones for GCHQ, but I saw only a tiny fraction of the records on liaison relations as a whole.

I had no problems professionally in not discussing the areas where GCHQ declined to provide material to me. I had more than enough on my plate already, and partway through the writing, we both agreed that a new chapter must be added on the period between the end of the cold war and the present, to address the “second age of sigint”. In the writing of these official and authorized histories, major tensions often have emerged between historians and agencies, most notably Lawrence Freedman, on the question of his access to the signals intelligence record for his official history of the Falklands conflict, but also some later historians, though not most of them, including me.42 The issue of “equities” caused trauma for the German historians who produced the official history of the BND, but not for me, because of lessons learned from prior experience with the matter in other authorized histories, the skillful diplomacy on behalf of my volume by Tony Comer, and NSA’s generosity in letting GCHQ tell its own story, even on the many matters where they had cooperated.43 The official German historians found their American counterpart less generous than mine, though admittedly, they also addressed more embarrassing issues than we did. Even though I wrote drafts right up to the edge of my remit, so to ensure that I did not miss any opportunities through excessive caution, the issue of “equities” caused no major changes to my initial draft, but many minor ones.

GCHQ wanted an authorised history for several reasons : intellectual, institutional and political. Given the secrecy which surrounded signals intelligence until recently, siginters did not know their own history, which actually hampers their work. Over the past generation, both GCHQ and NSA have debated internally the need to reshape the balance between secrecy and openness. These agencies recognised the increasing public demand to know more about work done in their name, and thought that, generally, siginters had a good news story to tell. When it comes to work against foreigners, that practice is much less gray than human intelligence or internal security, and few citizens protest successes done on their behalf. Recent events, especially the leaks of Edward Snowden, brought signals intelligence into broader public attention, and some disrepute. Many groups in Britain which were hostile to GCHQ used these leaks as an opportunity to assault it, unsuccessfully : public trust in GCHQ remained high. All of this encouraged GCHQ toward more openness. So, too, did a sense that its work was misunderstood and underappreciated, as well as the looming approach of its centenary year. For years, GCHQ had been releasing to The National Archives material on the Cold War, and now was willing to release a huge swathe more. Yet, given the experience during the 1990s of releasing records on sigint en masse from 1918-1945, GCHQ wondered how far these records would be read, or understood. They wanted an authorised history which would use these records to explain what GCHQ was and had done, and also to help guide any interested person to understand what those documents said, so to make up their own minds on the matter. In order to do so, this history had to be independent.

Any historian writing from privileged access to records faces questions about the independence or honesty of their account. When answering such criticisms, to some degree, they must rely on their reputation. That certainly shaped the reception of my history by scholars, who knew of me, which the general public and journalists did not. In any case, the room for that sort of criticism was diminished, because most of the material which I used soon will be in the public domain, but criticisms have been made. Some arguments were ad hominem—my history must be bad because I was a Canadian, or did not parrot the party line of The Guardian. Other arguments are irrefutable. I wrote an academic history, much of which necessarily addressed issues ranging from institutional history to accounts of technical matters, which will bore the common reader, though I did my best to make it palatable and comprehensible to them. I knew from the start that that my work could not please everyone, and was not surprised by bad reviews from the usual suspects, though I had hoped, naively, that reviewers might read the book before writing about it, or even understand the issues involved. There are many opinions on the legitimacy of government communications intelligence. Anyone who opposes it root and branch will find room to criticise my work, because I regard signals intelligence as a normal and acceptable practice of state, so long as the appropriate safeguards are maintained. I have conventional views on those safeguards : at home, or when dealing with their own citizens, signals intelligence agencies must follow constitutional and legal norms ; abroad, or when dealing with foreign people or states, they can act quite freely, so long as they follow government policy and common sense. I regard all traffic of foreign governments (outside of the Five Eyes) and of entities hostile to us, as fair game. That includes material of neutral and friendly governments, including those of European governments like France and Germany which, incidentally, adopt exactly the same practices toward the traffic of “les Anglo-Saxons”.

I had complete freedom to write what I wish to say, subject to the “equities” issue, which I understood well from the start. I wanted to provide the best account I could of a topic which is important and not well understood. Signals intelligence is the most fascinating phenomenon I have ever addressed as an historian, linked to some of the greatest changes in human society of the past 75 years. I found GCHQ generally an able organisation, and at its best, the most able intelligence agency I know of as an historian. Where GCHQ deserved praise, I provided it. Yet for any historian of intelligence, to explain limits is as important as to explain power : in the end, intelligence is a secondary factor for a state, behind strength and strategy. Moreover, no institution is perfect. For my history to be any good, it must address GCHQ’s failures, and issues which it found or finds uncomfortable. During the 1930s British codemakers performed in a dismal fashion, which left Britain dangerously vulnerable during 1940. The upper echelons of British codebreaking caused that failure. GCHQ was obsessed with secrecy during the 1970s and 1980s, which shaped suspicion about its activities among many British subjects. I addressed controversial matters like the ABC trial and the union ban, and accusations that British officials broke the law in the use of communications intelligence. I treated some events in ways which GCHQ did not like. My analysis of gender, class and race at GCHQ during the twentieth century revealed issues like a colour bar or treatment of female or gay staff during the mid twentieth century which do not fit its present emphasis on diversity. Though both GCHQ and NSA have an official “neither confirm nor deny” position on Edward Snowden, I treated his disclosures as historical fact. After all, HMG has done so officially. These disclosures have affected the public politics around signals intelligence, and issues like oversight and translucency. GCHQ made mistakes in navigating the transition between the first and second ages of sigint, though generally I think its performance was good, and also a lawful and effective way to handle radically new circumstances. As a military historian, moreover, I think that common opinion grossly overrates the importance of Bletchley Park and Ultra to allied success in the Second World War. My history says so, yet this belief provides some of the public force which supports GCHQ. That GCHQ allowed me to express all of these views in its name demonstrates Cheltenham’s commitment to an honest accounting of its work to its audience : the British people.

As an author, I worked not just with a secret agency, but a publisher. GCHQ handled the selection of potential publishers and the competition between them, in which I had a voice, and a veto if I thought that I could not work with any of the candidates. I did not have to exercise that veto and our decision was unanimous. The successful candidate, Bloomsbury, discoverer and publisher of Harry Potter, wanted my book, and their editors worked well to produce it. I admired their professionalism, which I can compare only to that of Cambridge University Press, though in a different sphere. The central dilemma was that this work must address technical issues, which would deter potential readers. Originally, I intended to solve this problem by writing primarily for an audience of academics and practitioners, while still remaining accessible to common readers. With a great commercial firm preparing a mass production of copies, I had to expand my focus on the common reader, which became as important a target as my other two audiences. We all reached a workable solution to the problem. Bloomsbury accepted that I must address matters which would bore some of their potential consumers, and never challenged my definition of what must be included. In turn, I kept their needs high in my mind, and followed almost all of their suggestions for editing. Ultimately, the compromise improved the quality of the volume, while exceeding Bloomsbury’s expectations for sales. The audience was greater than I had originally expected, as were reviews and coverage, which involved not just academic journals but also the major media in Britain, and in many other countries, along with scores of interviews by specialist groups across the world. I was particularly honoured to be reviewed in Nature, the great journal of science, which thought that my work was good, even though it was written by a military historian rather than a mathematician. This process was exhausting but exhilarating, especially as COVID-19 disrupted the way that major works of history were reviewed. As an academic historian, I was surprised at how far these reviews focused on challenges to conventional wisdom (such as my argument that Ultra did not win the war all by itself), rather than on the new issues that I raised, which only shows my naivete about popular understanding of intelligence. The reviews by scholarly and professional journals did address these new matters, with valid and valuable critiques. The influence of my book on the understanding of a central phenomena of modern history—the rise of signals intelligence —will not become clear for a decade from now, where it will merge with that of the public releases of GCHQ material. I hope to see it.
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