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Intelligence agencies, particularly the CIA, have long operated as hidden 
architects of U.S. foreign policy, often influencing global events through means 
that traditional diplomacy cannot match. While the State Department serves as 
the official face of American diplomacy, covert intelligence operations frequently 
shape outcomes in ways that bypass diplomatic channels, acting as a powerful, 
sometimes independent, force on the world stage. From Cold War-era coups to 
modern counterterrorism initiatives, intelligence agencies have executed missions 
that serve U.S. strategic interests but sometimes clash with the ideals of 
transparency and democratic values. This paper explores the dual role of 
intelligence as both complement and competitor to formal diplomacy, examining 
case studies in regions such as the Middle East, Latin America, and Afghanistan to 
reveal the profound impact of covert actions. By analyzing the ethical 
implications, legacy, and evolving role of intelligence agencies, we aim to 
understand the balance between secrecy and accountability in a world where 
these covert forces continue to shape foreign policy. 
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I. Introduction 

Overview of Intelligence and Diplomacy 

Intelligence agencies and formal diplomatic bodies represent two 
complementary, yet distinct, arms of U.S. foreign policy. While the State 
Department is the official diplomatic body, tasked with representing U.S. interests 
through formal channels such as embassies, treaties, and negotiations, 
intelligence agencies like the CIA function behind the scenes. These agencies 
gather, analyze, and act upon information to safeguard U.S. interests in ways that 
may require covert influence or action. Diplomatic work emphasizes dialogue, 
alliance-building, and the promotion of soft power, striving for stable 
international relationships through transparency and negotiation. 

In contrast, intelligence agencies operate with a mandate that often requires 
secrecy, flexibility, and quick response to changing global threats. They undertake 
activities that may range from collecting sensitive information on foreign 
governments to engaging in covert operations that can influence political or 
economic conditions in other countries. Though often invisible to the public, 
these actions shape the geopolitical landscape and often determine the 
underlying conditions with which diplomats must work. While the State 
Department relies on soft power to uphold U.S. interests abroad, intelligence 
agencies may use hard, direct action to create conditions favorable to these 
interests, especially in situations where conventional diplomacy is seen as 
insufficient or too constrained. 

The “State Department” Cover 

Within intelligence circles, the phrase “I work for the State Department” has 
become a euphemism widely used by operatives and officers as a cover when 
introducing themselves, particularly at Washington, D.C. gatherings. This 
expression is humorous within intelligence communities and to those aware of its 
significance, as it serves as an unspoken nod to their true role while maintaining a 
polite pretense. The choice of the State Department as the cover is practical: 
diplomats and “State Department officials” are globally active, giving intelligence 
personnel an easy, believable identity to assume without raising suspicion. 
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However, for intelligence operatives themselves, this cover phrase has an 
additional layer of irony. In some cases, intelligence agencies may perceive 
themselves as the “real” State Department, wielding the power to directly shape 
or even override traditional diplomatic efforts. The phrase can carry a dual 
meaning, representing the covert authority and influence that intelligence 
personnel have in executing U.S. interests abroad. This dynamic—part cover, part 
inside joke, and part commentary on the influence of intelligence operations—
adds a complex, almost self-aware dimension to the identities of those involved in 
intelligence work. 

Thesis Statement 

In modern foreign policy, intelligence agencies frequently operate as the unseen 
architects of U.S. influence, undertaking missions and wielding influence that can 
rival or even surpass that of official diplomatic channels. While the State 
Department is the face of the United States’ diplomacy, intelligence agencies 
operate as its shadow, shaping the contours of international relations through 
covert action, strategic influence, and critical information gathering. As a result, 
these agencies often play a decisive role in U.S. foreign policy outcomes, 
influencing global affairs in ways that remain unseen by the public but are 
nonetheless deeply impactful. This paper will explore how intelligence agencies, 
particularly the CIA, have functioned as the “real” State Department, shaping 
policy, influencing power dynamics, and navigating complex ethical 
considerations that come with wielding such influence from the shadows. 

 

II. The Role of Intelligence in Shaping Foreign Policy 

Foundations of Covert Power 

The establishment of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) in 1947 marked a 
pivotal moment in the history of U.S. foreign policy. Created under the National 
Security Act of 1947 during the early stages of the Cold War, the CIA was tasked 
with gathering intelligence, analyzing foreign developments, and conducting 
covert actions to counter emerging global threats. Its formation reflected the 
United States’ recognition of the need for a centralized, agile intelligence 
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organization capable of gathering information and acting quickly in the rapidly 
shifting post-WWII geopolitical landscape. 

The CIA’s original mandate, articulated by President Harry Truman and further 
shaped by successive administrations, was to protect U.S. interests globally by 
gathering and analyzing foreign intelligence to aid policymakers. However, as the 
Cold War intensified, the CIA’s mission extended beyond intelligence gathering to 
include a wide array of covert operations. Under the 1948 NSC 10/2 directive, the 
CIA was authorized to conduct “covert activities” designed to influence political, 
economic, and military conditions abroad in a manner that would not overtly 
reveal U.S. involvement. This authority allowed the CIA to support anti-
communist movements, orchestrate coups, sabotage enemy efforts, and 
influence foreign governments, often with minimal oversight from other branches 
of government. 

Through this mandate, the CIA became a powerful tool for carrying out foreign 
policy in regions where traditional diplomatic efforts were viewed as ineffective 
or too slow. The agency’s covert power grew as it adapted to the complex, high-
stakes environment of Cold War geopolitics, where intelligence agencies often 
played a larger role in achieving national objectives than diplomatic channels. This 
foundational period established the CIA as an organization that could both 
support and circumvent official diplomacy, shaping U.S. foreign policy through 
actions that would otherwise be impossible under standard diplomatic 
procedures. 

Influence Beyond Diplomacy 

Throughout the Cold War and beyond, the CIA wielded influence that often 
extended far beyond the reach of the State Department, particularly in regions 
where the U.S. sought to combat communist expansion or secure strategic 
resources. The following cases illustrate situations in which intelligence 
operations significantly impacted U.S. foreign policy, sometimes independently or 
with limited coordination with the State Department: 

1. Iran (1953): 
One of the CIA’s most notable covert actions was its involvement in the 
1953 coup in Iran, known as Operation Ajax. Working with British 
intelligence, the CIA orchestrated the overthrow of Prime Minister 
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Mohammad Mossadegh after he moved to nationalize the Iranian oil 
industry, a decision that threatened both U.S. and British interests. In this 
case, the CIA’s direct intervention circumvented traditional diplomatic 
efforts, utilizing covert action to install a pro-Western government under 
Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. This action allowed the U.S. to retain 
influence over Iran and its oil resources, but it also set a precedent for 
interventionism and fueled anti-American sentiment, with lasting 
consequences for U.S.-Iran relations. 

2. Guatemala (1954): 
A year after the Iranian coup, the CIA launched Operation PBSUCCESS in 
Guatemala, where it orchestrated the overthrow of democratically elected 
President Jacobo Árbenz. Árbenz’s land reform policies and perceived 
communist sympathies made him a target of U.S. interests, particularly due 
to pressure from the United Fruit Company, an American corporation with 
substantial holdings in Guatemala. The CIA used propaganda, psychological 
warfare, and support for a rebel faction to destabilize Árbenz’s 
government, resulting in a coup that installed a military dictatorship. The 
intervention was not only a victory for U.S. anti-communist interests in 
Latin America but also demonstrated how intelligence agencies could shape 
foreign policy through forceful, indirect means, often without formal 
diplomatic involvement. 

3. Chile (1970s): 
During the early 1970s, the CIA intervened in Chilean politics to prevent 
socialist President Salvador Allende from consolidating power, fearing his 
policies would align Chile with Soviet interests. Through economic 
destabilization, support for opposition groups, and covert propaganda 
efforts, the CIA sought to disrupt Allende’s government. When Allende was 
eventually overthrown in a military coup led by General Augusto Pinochet 
in 1973, the CIA’s involvement, although indirect, underscored the extent 
to which the U.S. intelligence apparatus could shape political outcomes 
abroad in ways that the State Department might not have formally 
condoned. 
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4. Afghanistan (1980s): 
The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 marked a turning point for U.S. 
intelligence operations in the region. The CIA’s subsequent support for 
Afghan mujahideen fighters through Operation Cyclone became one of the 
longest and costliest covert operations of the Cold War. By channeling 
billions of dollars in arms, training, and supplies to anti-Soviet forces, the 
CIA significantly influenced Afghanistan’s resistance to Soviet occupation, 
which ultimately contributed to the USSR’s retreat from the region. While 
the State Department continued traditional diplomatic engagements, the 
CIA’s operations were crucial in shaping the course of the Soviet-Afghan 
conflict, marking a victory for U.S. foreign policy objectives and further 
highlighting the CIA’s role as a decisive force in Cold War strategy. 

5. Middle East and Counterterrorism (Post-2001): 
In the post-9/11 era, the CIA’s influence in shaping foreign policy 
intensified, particularly in the Middle East. Through a combination of 
counterterrorism operations, drone strikes, and targeted intelligence 
gathering, the CIA took on an expanded role in executing U.S. strategy 
against al-Qaeda and other terrorist organizations. This period saw the CIA 
acting with greater autonomy, sometimes independently of diplomatic 
channels, to carry out missions designed to neutralize threats quickly. Its 
counterterrorism activities in countries like Pakistan, Yemen, and Somalia 
illustrate the ways in which intelligence agencies have adapted to new 
threats and gained influence as the primary tool for direct action in regions 
where diplomacy alone could not achieve desired outcomes. 

Conclusion of This Section 

These cases reflect the CIA’s capacity to act as a key architect of U.S. foreign 
policy, especially in high-stakes environments where official diplomacy might be 
limited, constrained, or even bypassed entirely. In each situation, intelligence 
operations did not simply support diplomatic efforts; they actively shaped policy 
outcomes, often with enduring consequences for the countries involved. The 
CIA’s reach beyond traditional diplomacy highlights the dual nature of U.S. foreign 
policy: one that operates in plain view through formal diplomatic channels, and 
another that works covertly, molding geopolitical realities from behind the 



7 
 

scenes. This “hidden hand” of foreign policy raises important questions about the 
balance of power between intelligence and diplomacy, as well as the ethical 
implications of wielding such covert influence on the world stage. 

 

III. The “State Department” Cover Story as Cultural Code 

Origins of the Cover Phrase 

The phrase “working for the State Department” became the standard cover story 
for CIA operatives, particularly during the Cold War, when the agency’s activities 
were rapidly expanding to counter Soviet influence globally. In the early days of 
U.S. intelligence operations, it was essential to create a plausible and universally 
applicable cover for agents stationed abroad. The State Department, already a 
visible and globally respected institution, provided the perfect front. Diplomatic 
staff were expected to have access to foreign officials, gather information, and 
travel frequently, making it plausible for intelligence officers to pose as diplomatic 
personnel. For both national security and practicality, State Department roles 
provided a credible background that shielded agents’ identities while maintaining 
access to necessary intelligence and operational targets. 

This cover was easy to adopt and replicate and could serve multiple purposes. An 
agent working under the guise of the State Department could be introduced as a 
cultural attaché, consular official, or trade representative, all of which could 
involve frequent interaction with local communities and officials in the countries 
where they were stationed. This cover story provided both the protection of a 
legitimate government position and the flexibility for agents to move within 
circles that might otherwise be restricted. As such, “working for the State 
Department” became a standard and efficient way for operatives to deflect 
probing questions while maintaining their covert roles. 

Dual Meanings and Implications 

For intelligence operatives, particularly those deeply embedded in Cold War 
operations, the phrase “I work for the State Department” became more than a 
mere cover story; it came to embody a sense of irony and self-awareness within 
the intelligence community. Many CIA agents saw their work as the real 
mechanism of American influence abroad, with direct impacts that often 
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bypassed or even overruled traditional diplomacy. In this way, the phrase took on 
a double meaning: on the surface, it served as a convenient explanation of their 
role, but it also subtly underscored the reality that intelligence agencies wielded a 
significant, and sometimes dominant, hand in foreign policy. For those within the 
intelligence community, this cover story became a quiet acknowledgment of their 
sometimes outsized influence. 

This “real State Department” sentiment reflects the CIA’s capacity to carry out 
actions that diplomats could not. For instance, where State Department officials 
might work through negotiation or economic incentives, intelligence officers were 
authorized to conduct covert actions, such as political destabilization, espionage, 
and direct intervention. The CIA’s actions were often more immediate, more 
potent, and less constrained by the norms of diplomacy, which sometimes 
required lengthy deliberations and compromise. By internally referring to 
themselves as “the real State Department,” intelligence operatives were 
reinforcing the idea that their mission involved achieving U.S. objectives by any 
means necessary—a stark contrast to the formal and diplomatic efforts that might 
be viewed as slower or more limited in scope. 

Popular Culture and Public Perception 

The “State Department” cover story, with its layers of humor and subtext, has 
seeped into popular culture, becoming a staple in films, books, and television that 
depict intelligence work. This euphemism for CIA operatives gained cultural 
traction as the public became more aware of intelligence operations during and 
after the Cold War. Starting in the 1960s, as spy thrillers became popular and Cold 
War espionage stories emerged, audiences were increasingly exposed to the 
phrase “I work for the State Department” as a sly nod to secretive, high-stakes 
intelligence work. In this way, the phrase became a shorthand that allowed 
audiences to understand a character’s true profession without needing explicit 
explanation. 

Movies such as Three Days of the Condor, The Bourne Identity, and the James 
Bond series, although not always directly related to the CIA, often use the State 
Department as a stand-in for covert roles, capturing the intrigue and mystery 
associated with intelligence work. In the classic 1962 film The Manchurian 
Candidate, for example, intelligence agencies and their operatives play a critical 
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role, subtly alluding to the covert operations of the era. Television shows like Alias 
and Homeland also use the State Department cover as a trope, underscoring how 
the phrase has become part of the broader mythology of espionage. These 
portrayals reinforce the association between intelligence work and the State 
Department cover, shaping the public’s understanding of the line as a cultural 
code for covert action. 

This connection in popular media has further influenced public perception, 
creating a blend of reality and fiction in how intelligence work is viewed. The 
“State Department” cover has become an accepted trope for secretive 
government work, often evoking the thrill of mystery and danger associated with 
espionage. For audiences, this line has come to symbolize the dual nature of 
intelligence work: operating openly under official titles while executing covert 
missions that remain hidden from public view. Through such portrayals, the 
“State Department” cover has transcended its original function, serving as both 
an inside joke for those in the know and a narrative tool that underscores the 
covert and, at times, heavy-handed nature of intelligence work. This cultural code 
has become a lens through which the public understands the power and 
discretion intelligence agencies hold, further solidifying the CIA’s image as an 
influential, often unseen force in U.S. foreign policy. 

Conclusion of This Section 

The evolution of “working for the State Department” from a cover story to a 
cultural symbol encapsulates the unique role that intelligence agencies play in 
foreign affairs. What began as a practical measure for field operatives has become 
a shared code within the intelligence community and a cultural touchstone in 
popular media. This code hints at the unofficial, often forceful influence 
intelligence agencies wield, complementing—and sometimes overshadowing—
the formal diplomacy of the State Department. Through its dual meanings and 
prominent role in media, the phrase reflects both the secrecy and the paradox of 
intelligence work, symbolizing how intelligence agencies shape U.S. foreign policy 
from behind the scenes. 
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IV. Case Studies: Intelligence Agencies as Policy Architects 

Case Study 1: Iran (1953) 

In 1953, the CIA orchestrated its first major coup d’état operation with the 
overthrow of Iran’s democratically elected Prime Minister, Mohammad 
Mossadegh, through a covert action known as Operation Ajax. This case 
exemplifies the CIA’s capacity to act independently of traditional diplomacy, 
directly shaping a country’s political landscape to align with U.S. interests. 
Mossadegh, a popular leader, moved to nationalize Iran’s oil industry, which had 
been controlled by the British-owned Anglo-Iranian Oil Company. The 
nationalization threatened British oil interests and, by extension, the West’s 
control over Middle Eastern oil resources. Britain, alarmed by the prospect of 
losing influence in the region, sought U.S. assistance, warning that Iran’s oil 
industry could fall under Soviet control if Mossadegh remained in power. 

The CIA’s role in Operation Ajax bypassed traditional diplomatic channels, 
involving agents working covertly to destabilize Mossadegh’s government through 
propaganda, psychological warfare, and strategic alliances with opposition 
factions. The CIA launched a campaign of disinformation to undermine 
Mossadegh’s legitimacy, presenting him as a communist sympathizer to sway 
public opinion against him. By distributing anti-Mossadegh materials, paying off 
influential Iranian figures, and encouraging street protests, the CIA fostered an 
environment of unrest that culminated in the military’s removal of Mossadegh 
and the installation of Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, the pro-Western Shah of Iran. 

This intervention served U.S. interests by restoring Western control over Iranian 
oil, but it came at a high long-term cost. The Shah’s subsequent rule was marked 
by repression and authoritarianism, which ultimately fueled resentment and anti-
American sentiment. This anger would boil over in the 1979 Iranian Revolution, 
during which the Shah was overthrown, and the new Islamic Republic established. 
The overthrow of Mossadegh stands as a clear example of the CIA’s ability to 
directly alter a nation’s political trajectory, sidestepping diplomatic measures and 
relying instead on covert action to achieve rapid but ultimately destabilizing policy 
outcomes. 
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Case Study 2: Latin America (1950s-1980s) 

The CIA’s influence in Latin America from the 1950s through the 1980s offers a 
striking example of how intelligence operations shaped U.S. foreign policy across 
the Western Hemisphere. Guided by anti-communist ideology, the CIA was 
instrumental in supporting coups, destabilizing leftist governments, and backing 
authoritarian regimes, often with minimal State Department oversight or 
cooperation. The CIA’s activities in countries such as Guatemala and Chile 
highlight its role as a covert arm of U.S. policy, working to prevent the spread of 
communism even at the cost of undermining democratic governments. 

In Guatemala, the CIA orchestrated Operation PBSUCCESS in 1954 to overthrow 
President Jacobo Árbenz, whose land reform policies and alignment with socialist 
principles were perceived as threats to American interests, particularly the United 
Fruit Company, which held vast plantations in the country. The CIA mobilized a 
paramilitary force, disseminated propaganda, and used psychological tactics to 
create a climate of fear and confusion. The coup succeeded in ousting Árbenz, 
installing a military regime that realigned Guatemala with U.S. interests but 
plunged the nation into decades of civil conflict, human rights abuses, and 
economic instability. 

Similarly, in Chile during the early 1970s, the CIA worked to destabilize the 
government of President Salvador Allende, a democratically elected socialist. 
Allende’s policies of nationalization and land redistribution alarmed U.S. officials 
who feared the rise of another leftist government in Latin America. The CIA 
funneled resources to opposition groups, spread anti-Allende propaganda, and 
supported strikes to weaken his administration. In 1973, Allende was ousted in a 
violent military coup led by General Augusto Pinochet, who went on to establish a 
brutal dictatorship. The U.S. provided covert support to Pinochet’s regime, 
despite its notorious record of human rights abuses, because of his anti-
communist stance. These actions demonstrated the CIA’s power to reshape 
political outcomes in Latin America, steering policy through forceful interventions 
that prioritized Cold War objectives over democratic processes and human rights. 

Case Study 3: Middle East and Afghanistan (1980s-2000s) 

The CIA’s role in the Middle East and Afghanistan during the late Cold War and 
into the early 21st century highlights how intelligence operations became central 
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to anti-communist strategies, shaping not only the immediate outcomes of 
conflicts but also having profound, long-term consequences for the region. In 
Afghanistan, the CIA launched Operation Cyclone, one of the most extensive and 
prolonged covert operations in its history, aimed at countering the Soviet invasion 
that began in 1979. By channeling billions of dollars in arms, training, and supplies 
to Afghan mujahideen fighters, the CIA sought to weaken Soviet forces and foster 
a hostile environment that would drain Soviet resources and morale. 

The operation, conducted with little State Department intervention, relied heavily 
on collaboration with Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) and Saudi Arabia, 
which helped supply arms and financial aid to Afghan fighters. This proxy war was 
instrumental in bleeding the Soviet Union financially and militarily, contributing to 
its eventual collapse. However, the unintended consequences of the operation 
became clear in later years. The CIA’s support for the mujahideen, which included 
figures such as Osama bin Laden, contributed to the rise of extremist groups that 
would later turn against the West. The infrastructure, training, and resources 
provided to Afghan fighters created a power vacuum and paved the way for the 
Taliban and al-Qaeda to take control in the 1990s. 

Following the September 11, 2001 attacks, the CIA’s involvement in the Middle 
East intensified as part of the U.S. “War on Terror.” This included targeted 
operations against al-Qaeda and the Taliban, the use of drone strikes, and covert 
counterterrorism missions in countries like Yemen, Somalia, and Pakistan. The 
CIA’s expanded role reflected the agency’s adaptation to a new era of threats, 
where intelligence operations were seen as essential for combating non-state 
actors and achieving U.S. strategic objectives. However, these operations often 
bypassed formal diplomatic channels, leading to controversy over civilian 
casualties, human rights issues, and the long-term impacts on regional stability. 
The CIA’s counterterrorism efforts reshaped Middle Eastern geopolitics but also 
raised questions about accountability and the ethical implications of covert 
military actions. 

Conclusion of This Section 

These case studies illustrate the CIA’s capacity to act as a direct architect of U.S. 
foreign policy, often independently of or with limited input from the State 
Department. In each scenario, the agency exercised a level of influence that 
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reshaped regional dynamics, advancing U.S. interests in ways that were often 
incompatible with traditional diplomacy. While these interventions helped 
achieve short-term strategic goals, they also generated long-lasting repercussions, 
including civil conflicts, authoritarian regimes, and anti-American sentiment. 
These cases underscore the complex legacy of intelligence-led foreign policy and 
highlight the dual nature of U.S. global influence—one part diplomatic and visible, 
the other covert and far-reaching. As the CIA’s actions continue to shape 
international relations, these historical examples serve as critical reference points 
for understanding the agency’s role as an unofficial but potent force in shaping 
U.S. foreign policy. 

 

V. Intelligence Versus Diplomacy: Complementary or Conflicting Missions? 

The “Soft Power” Dichotomy 

At the core of the relationship between intelligence agencies and the State 
Department is a fundamental contrast between the mechanisms of “soft power” 
employed by diplomacy and the often forceful tactics used by intelligence 
operations. Traditional diplomacy, as conducted by the State Department, relies 
on building alliances, fostering mutual interests, and negotiating treaties or 
agreements. It aims to project American influence through the persuasive appeal 
of shared values, trade, cultural exchange, and long-term partnerships. Diplomats 
work within the framework of international law and norms, promoting stability 
through gradual, often delicate consensus-building among nations. 

In contrast, intelligence agencies like the CIA frequently operate in a realm that 
bypasses these conventional approaches, wielding “hard power” through covert 
influence, psychological operations, and, at times, outright intervention. Where 
diplomacy is concerned with maintaining relationships and building trust, 
intelligence operations are focused on securing strategic objectives quickly and 
decisively, sometimes through destabilization or direct action. This hard-power 
approach can involve activities such as covert funding of political opposition, 
propaganda, cyber operations, or even the orchestration of coups, as seen in the 
cases of Iran (1953) and Guatemala (1954). These actions, which are often 
classified and hidden from public scrutiny, operate outside the typical boundaries 
of diplomacy, potentially undermining diplomatic efforts in the process. 
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This dichotomy can lead to situations where diplomatic and intelligence 
approaches are complementary—such as when intelligence provides critical 
insights that help diplomats negotiate more effectively—or conflicting, 
particularly when intelligence operations disrupt the relationships that diplomats 
are striving to maintain. The differing natures of these approaches reflect the 
unique missions of each agency: diplomacy as the face of public, cooperative 
engagement, and intelligence as the shadowy force prepared to act unilaterally 
when necessary. Together, these elements form a dual-edged strategy that 
balances persuasion with force, though the delicate balance is not always 
achieved. 

Blurred Lines and Power Struggles 

Throughout U.S. history, there have been numerous instances where the interests 
and methods of the State Department and intelligence agencies have clashed, 
highlighting the complexities of inter-agency collaboration and the sometimes 
adversarial nature of their missions. These conflicts are often rooted in the 
differing timelines, methods, and priorities of each agency. While the State 
Department’s objectives often involve cultivating long-term relationships with 
foreign governments and promoting stability, intelligence agencies may prioritize 
short-term strategic gains that could disrupt or even damage those relationships. 

For example, during the Vietnam War, intelligence-driven counterinsurgency 
operations sometimes contradicted diplomatic efforts to negotiate peace or 
reduce conflict escalation. The CIA’s involvement in supporting factions and 
orchestrating military operations created tensions with diplomats seeking to ease 
tensions and pursue negotiation-based strategies. In another example, during the 
Cold War, U.S. involvement in Central America highlighted these tensions. As the 
CIA actively supported anti-communist groups in countries like Nicaragua, 
Honduras, and El Salvador, diplomatic channels struggled to maintain credibility 
and foster positive relations with these countries, which often viewed U.S. 
involvement as intrusive or destabilizing. 

In the post-9/11 era, the distinction between intelligence and diplomacy blurred 
further, as intelligence agencies were tasked with counterterrorism missions that 
operated independently of, and sometimes in conflict with, diplomatic initiatives. 
For instance, the CIA’s use of drone strikes in countries like Pakistan and Yemen, 
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aimed at eliminating terrorist threats, sometimes antagonized local governments 
and populations, complicating U.S. diplomatic relations. These operations, often 
carried out with limited State Department input, fostered resentment and 
strained alliances with countries critical to U.S. counterterrorism goals. This 
“mission creep,” where intelligence agencies assume roles traditionally held by 
diplomats or military forces, has fueled inter-agency rivalry and challenged the 
State Department’s role as the face of American foreign policy. 

These power struggles illustrate the challenges of coordinating intelligence and 
diplomatic missions, especially when the former’s secrecy and tactical urgency 
come into conflict with the latter’s need for transparency and stable relationships. 
While intelligence operations can sometimes enhance diplomacy by providing 
critical information or leverage, they can also create setbacks for diplomats, 
leading to mistrust, diplomatic fallout, and unintended consequences for 
international relations. 

Ethical Implications and Public Accountability 

The covert nature of intelligence-driven foreign policy raises significant ethical 
and accountability issues that set it apart from diplomacy. Unlike the State 
Department, which operates publicly and is accountable to both the public and 
Congress, intelligence agencies conduct much of their work in secrecy, often 
shielded from public scrutiny. This lack of transparency allows intelligence 
agencies considerable latitude, enabling them to undertake actions that would be 
difficult to justify or explain if exposed to the public. However, this freedom from 
oversight also creates ethical challenges, particularly when intelligence operations 
infringe on human rights, destabilize democracies, or contribute to authoritarian 
regimes. 

For example, in countries like Chile, Guatemala, and Iran, CIA-backed coups led to 
the establishment of regimes that engaged in widespread repression and human 
rights abuses. The ethical implications of supporting such regimes—often in the 
name of protecting U.S. interests—have raised questions about the moral cost of 
covert action. When intelligence agencies prioritize strategic objectives over 
ethical considerations, they risk tarnishing America’s global image and eroding the 
very values that diplomacy seeks to promote, such as democracy, freedom, and 
human rights. Moreover, these actions can have lasting repercussions, as 
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resentment toward U.S. intervention can fuel anti-American sentiment, 
radicalization, and long-term instability, as seen in Iran and other regions. 

The absence of public accountability further complicates these ethical concerns. 
While the State Department’s actions are subject to congressional oversight, 
media scrutiny, and public debate, intelligence agencies operate largely in the 
shadows, with limited checks on their activities. This secrecy limits the public’s 
ability to understand or assess the impacts of intelligence operations on foreign 
policy, resulting in a gap between public knowledge and government actions. In 
cases where intelligence operations fail or backfire, the lack of transparency can 
lead to controversy, as the public is left unaware of the rationale or consequences 
of these actions. Scandals such as the Iran-Contra affair in the 1980s exposed the 
risks of unchecked intelligence operations and fueled calls for greater oversight, 
highlighting the need for accountability in intelligence-driven foreign policy. 

This lack of oversight also raises questions about the balance of power within U.S. 
foreign policy. While diplomacy is designed to reflect the democratic values of 
openness and accountability, intelligence operations often contradict these 
principles, operating in secrecy and without the same level of oversight. This 
divergence between diplomacy’s public nature and intelligence’s hidden methods 
creates a paradox within U.S. foreign policy, where actions taken to advance 
American interests may be hidden from the very people they are intended to 
protect. 

Conclusion of This Section 

The relationship between intelligence and diplomacy is marked by both 
complementarity and conflict, as each serves distinct yet interconnected roles in 
shaping U.S. foreign policy. The “soft power” of diplomacy and the “hard power” 
of intelligence create a complex and sometimes contradictory dynamic, where 
covert actions can either support or undermine diplomatic efforts. This dynamic 
has fueled inter-agency tensions and raised significant ethical concerns, 
particularly regarding transparency, human rights, and accountability. 

Ultimately, the challenges posed by intelligence-driven foreign policy underscore 
the need for a balanced approach that respects the ethical principles of diplomacy 
while addressing the strategic imperatives of national security. As intelligence 
agencies continue to expand their role in foreign policy, the ethical implications 
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and accountability of their actions remain pressing issues. This tension between 
diplomacy and intelligence reflects the broader complexities of projecting 
American power and influence in an increasingly interconnected world, 
highlighting the ongoing struggle to balance transparency with the demands of 
covert action. 

 

VI. The Legacy of Intelligence as the “Real State Department” 

Shifts in Public Perception 

Public perception of intelligence agencies, especially the CIA, has undergone 
significant transformation since their inception, with attitudes evolving from trust 
and reverence to suspicion and scrutiny. During the Cold War, the intelligence 
community was largely viewed by Americans as a necessary force in the fight 
against communism, with public support for covert operations seen as vital to 
containing the Soviet Union. Television, film, and media depictions of the time 
tended to glamorize espionage, portraying intelligence operatives as patriotic 
heroes working behind the scenes to protect democracy. This period fostered a 
sense of mystery around intelligence work, with the public generally accepting its 
necessity and the government’s secrecy as a justified means of defending national 
interests. 

However, revelations of CIA involvement in covert actions and scandals, such as 
the 1970s Church Committee findings, which exposed widespread abuses of 
power, led to a shift in public sentiment. The committee revealed cases of 
unauthorized domestic surveillance, assassination plots, and interference in 
foreign democracies, eroding public trust in intelligence agencies. Following these 
disclosures, the public began to view intelligence work with a more critical eye, 
questioning the ethical boundaries of covert action and demanding greater 
accountability. This shift in perception continued to grow, particularly after the 
end of the Cold War, as global dynamics changed and the public questioned the 
ongoing necessity of intelligence interventions in a world no longer defined by a 
single ideological enemy. 

After the September 11 attacks, the public perception of intelligence agencies 
shifted again, with Americans placing renewed trust in agencies like the CIA to 
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protect the nation from emerging terrorist threats. However, subsequent 
controversies, such as the exposure of enhanced interrogation practices, secret 
detention facilities, and widespread surveillance programs, reignited concerns 
about ethical conduct and accountability. Today, public understanding of 
intelligence work is more nuanced, with greater awareness of both its necessity 
and its potential for overreach. This evolving perception has pushed intelligence 
agencies toward increased transparency, such as declassifying select documents 
and publicly discussing cyber threats, in an effort to rebuild trust. As intelligence 
agencies face new challenges in a world of rapid technological change and diverse 
threats, the public’s evolving expectations for ethical behavior and transparency 
will likely continue to influence how these agencies operate. 

Impact on International Relations and National Identity 

The CIA’s role as a “shadow diplomat” has had profound implications for the 
global role of the United States and its national identity. Intelligence agencies 
have often acted as the unseen arm of U.S. foreign policy, shaping the 
international landscape through covert operations that circumvent traditional 
diplomacy. This “shadow diplomacy” has enabled the U.S. to project its influence 
in areas where formal diplomatic channels were ineffective or politically 
infeasible, allowing intelligence agencies to act swiftly and decisively to secure 
American interests. However, this approach has left a complex legacy, affecting 
how the U.S. is perceived internationally and how Americans see their own role in 
global affairs. 

On the one hand, intelligence agencies have contributed to the perception of the 
United States as a dominant, proactive force on the world stage, willing to take 
bold action to protect its interests. Through operations in regions such as Latin 
America, the Middle East, and Southeast Asia, the CIA has reinforced the image of 
the U.S. as a powerful actor willing to engage in direct action to shape 
international outcomes. This has sometimes bolstered U.S. alliances, as other 
nations have seen the CIA’s involvement as a signal of America’s commitment to 
global stability and anti-communist or counterterrorism objectives. 

On the other hand, the CIA’s covert activities have also fostered distrust and 
resentment, particularly in countries where American intervention has led to 
political upheaval or human rights abuses. In regions where intelligence 
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operations have undermined democratically elected governments, supported 
authoritarian regimes, or fueled anti-American sentiment, the legacy of “shadow 
diplomacy” has strained U.S. relations. For many, the covert actions of 
intelligence agencies have represented an imposition of U.S. values and interests 
without regard for local autonomy or democratic norms. This dual legacy reflects 
a broader paradox within American national identity—one that champions 
democracy and human rights while sometimes undermining these principles 
through covert intervention. 

Domestically, the role of intelligence agencies in shaping foreign policy has 
sparked debate about what it means to be an American in a global context. While 
many Americans support strong national security measures, others question the 
ethical implications of a foreign policy that relies on secrecy and unilateral 
intervention. This tension between American ideals and the practical realities of 
intelligence work continues to influence public opinion and policy, as citizens 
grapple with the complex legacy of U.S. global leadership. As a result, intelligence 
agencies play a significant role not only in shaping international relations but also 
in shaping Americans’ understanding of their country’s place in the world. 

Possible Future Directions 

As global threats evolve and technology advances, the role of intelligence 
agencies in shaping foreign policy is likely to expand, presenting new 
opportunities and challenges. The future of intelligence work will be marked by an 
increasing reliance on cyber intelligence, artificial intelligence (AI), and data 
analytics, as nations compete to maintain technological superiority. These new 
tools will enable intelligence agencies to gather and analyze information on an 
unprecedented scale, potentially enhancing their ability to predict and respond to 
threats. However, the shift toward a digital and data-driven intelligence landscape 
also raises concerns about privacy, ethical considerations, and the potential for 
abuse. 

In the context of cyber intelligence, intelligence agencies will need to navigate the 
complexities of cyber warfare, where lines between defense and offense are 
often blurred. The CIA and other intelligence agencies are already deeply involved 
in cybersecurity, conducting cyber operations that range from intelligence 
gathering to defensive measures and, at times, offensive actions against state and 
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non-state actors. This new domain requires intelligence agencies to adapt to a 
rapidly changing threat landscape, where adversaries such as nation-states, 
criminal organizations, and terrorist groups can launch cyber attacks that target 
both government and civilian infrastructure. As cyber operations become 
increasingly integral to foreign policy, intelligence agencies will need to establish 
frameworks for accountability and cooperation with allies, as well as protocols for 
ensuring that cyber interventions align with broader diplomatic goals. 

The development of artificial intelligence and machine learning also offers new 
tools for intelligence work, from predictive analytics that anticipate security 
threats to automated surveillance systems capable of tracking vast amounts of 
data. AI’s potential for enhancing intelligence capabilities is immense, allowing 
agencies to identify patterns, predict outcomes, and conduct real-time analysis 
with unprecedented speed and accuracy. However, the integration of AI into 
intelligence operations also presents risks, such as the possibility of algorithmic 
biases influencing policy decisions, the erosion of personal privacy, and ethical 
concerns surrounding the use of autonomous surveillance. As AI-driven 
intelligence becomes more prominent, agencies will need to address these 
challenges to ensure that their use of technology remains aligned with ethical 
standards and public accountability. 

Finally, as geopolitical dynamics shift, intelligence agencies will likely play a critical 
role in managing relations with emerging global powers. The rise of China as a 
major economic and military force has introduced a new set of challenges for U.S. 
intelligence agencies, which must balance the need for strategic competition with 
the imperative of avoiding open conflict. Intelligence agencies will be 
instrumental in gathering information on China’s technological advances, 
economic policies, and military developments, providing policymakers with 
insights that shape U.S. strategy in the Asia-Pacific region. Similarly, intelligence 
operations will be crucial in addressing the ongoing challenges posed by Russia, 
particularly in areas such as cyber influence operations and hybrid warfare. 

In a world where power is increasingly distributed among multiple actors, 
including non-state entities, intelligence agencies will need to develop new 
strategies for engaging with complex networks of influence that transcend 
traditional state boundaries. The future of intelligence as the “real State 
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Department” may involve closer coordination with the private sector, 
international coalitions, and civil society to address issues such as climate change, 
health security, and transnational crime. This broadened role will require 
intelligence agencies to redefine their mission and embrace a more holistic 
approach to national security—one that balances secrecy with transparency and 
military might with diplomatic engagement. 

Conclusion of This Section 

The legacy of intelligence agencies as the “real State Department” is one of 
profound influence, both within the U.S. and globally. As intelligence work 
becomes increasingly complex and technology-driven, the traditional boundaries 
between diplomacy and intelligence continue to blur, raising new questions about 
transparency, accountability, and ethical conduct. The evolving public perception 
of intelligence agencies, shaped by both past actions and current transparency 
efforts, will likely influence how these agencies are able to operate in the future. 
Moreover, the impact of intelligence agencies’ covert activities on U.S. national 
identity and international relations highlights the lasting implications of “shadow 
diplomacy” in a world where influence and information are as potent as force. 

In facing new global challenges and shifting geopolitical dynamics, intelligence 
agencies will remain central to U.S. foreign policy, though the methods and scope 
of their involvement will inevitably evolve. By navigating these complexities with 
foresight and ethical consideration, intelligence agencies can continue to play a 
crucial role in protecting U.S. interests while upholding the values that define 
American foreign policy. 

 

VII. Conclusion 

Summary of Key Insights 

This exploration into the role of intelligence agencies in U.S. foreign policy 
underscores the complex and, at times, paradoxical nature of covert operations 
as both indispensable and controversial components of global influence. 
Intelligence agencies, especially the CIA, have emerged as powerful players 
capable of shaping international events in ways that traditional diplomacy often 
cannot. Through an array of covert actions, from espionage and political 
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destabilization to direct intervention and counterterrorism operations, 
intelligence agencies serve as agile instruments of U.S. foreign policy. They 
frequently operate in environments where the slower, more visible efforts of 
diplomats might struggle to make headway, allowing them to achieve strategic 
objectives that would be otherwise unreachable through negotiation alone. 

The case studies presented—such as Iran in 1953, Guatemala in 1954, and the 
Middle East post-9/11—illustrate the profound impact of intelligence operations 
on the political landscapes of these regions. While intelligence agencies have 
succeeded in advancing U.S. interests, these operations have sometimes come at 
a high cost, leading to political instability, authoritarianism, and anti-American 
sentiment. The delicate balance between short-term strategic gains and long-
term diplomatic consequences highlights the dual-edged nature of covert action. 
This legacy prompts a reconsideration of how intelligence work is woven into the 
broader fabric of U.S. foreign policy, where its invisible influence rivals, and 
occasionally eclipses, that of more traditional diplomatic channels. 

Reassessing the “State Department” Cover Story 

The phrase “I work for the State Department” has evolved from a simple cover 
story into a layered, cultural shorthand that reflects the ironic truth about the CIA 
and other intelligence agencies’ roles in shaping U.S. foreign policy. On the 
surface, the line allows intelligence operatives to navigate social and professional 
settings without exposing their true identities, offering a convenient and credible 
explanation for their presence in foreign or politically sensitive regions. However, 
to those within the intelligence community, the phrase has taken on a deeper, 
almost self-referential meaning: a tacit acknowledgment that, in many respects, 
intelligence agencies function as a “real State Department,” often wielding as 
much or more power than diplomats in influencing international events. 

This dual meaning is both humorous and revealing, highlighting the reality that 
intelligence agencies often act with a level of autonomy and decisiveness 
unavailable to traditional diplomatic bodies. It speaks to the existence of an 
alternative pathway of U.S. influence—one that operates in the shadows, often 
unnoticed but undeniably powerful. The cover story, therefore, serves as a 
metaphor for the hidden forces at work behind U.S. foreign policy, a reminder of 
the agency’s outsized role in navigating global dynamics and securing national 
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interests. This phrase encapsulates the unique and sometimes uneasy 
relationship between intelligence and diplomacy, underscoring the extent to 
which covert operations have become integral to America’s foreign policy 
machinery. 

Closing Thoughts 

As intelligence agencies continue to adapt to a rapidly changing world, the need 
for a balance between secrecy and accountability becomes ever more pressing. 
The ability to conduct covert operations allows intelligence agencies to act swiftly 
and strategically, often in environments where transparency could compromise 
their objectives or put personnel at risk. However, this secrecy also creates 
challenges in maintaining public trust and ensuring ethical conduct. Intelligence 
agencies operate in a realm that often demands discretion, yet without 
mechanisms for accountability, the risks of overreach, unintended consequences, 
and ethical lapses remain high. Historical cases, such as the excesses revealed by 
the Church Committee in the 1970s and more recent controversies over 
surveillance and counterterrorism practices, highlight the potential costs of 
unchecked intelligence activity. 

In an increasingly interconnected and technologically advanced world, 
intelligence agencies face a new era of threats, from cyber warfare and data 
breaches to international terrorism and shifting alliances. These challenges 
underscore the importance of having robust oversight structures that allow 
intelligence agencies the flexibility needed to respond to threats while ensuring 
that their actions align with U.S. democratic values and respect for human rights. 
Future intelligence work will require a collaborative approach that integrates 
diplomatic efforts, respects international law, and values transparency where 
possible. 

The ongoing evolution of intelligence agencies as key actors on the global stage 
raises important questions about the balance of power within U.S. foreign policy. 
As they continue to serve as both defenders and architects of national interests, 
the need for a nuanced approach that combines secrecy with accountability is 
clear. By striving for this balance, intelligence agencies can fulfill their mission of 
protecting the nation while upholding the principles of openness and justice that 
form the foundation of American identity. Ultimately, the legacy of intelligence 
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agencies as the “real State Department” is a reminder of the delicate line 
between influence and integrity in the exercise of global power. 
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