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What Is Intelligence About?

The word “intelligence” largely refers to issues related to national security—
that is, defense and foreign policy and certain aspects of homeland and 
internal security, which has been increasingly important since the terrorist 
attacks of 2001. In U.S. law (the Intelligence Reform and Terrorist 
Prevention Act, 2004) all intelligence is now defined as national 
intelligence, which has three subsets: foreign, domestic, and homeland 
security. This specification was written to overcome the past divide between 
foreign and domestic intelligence, which had come to be seen as an 
impediment to intelligence sharing, especially on issues like terrorism, 
which overlaps both areas. It is important to note that practitioners are 
experiencing some difficulty distinguishing among homeland, internal, and 
domestic security.

The actions, policies, and capabilities of other nations and of important 
non-state groups (international organizations, terrorist organizations, and 
so on) are primary areas of concern. But policy makers and intelligence 
officers cannot restrict themselves to thinking only about enemies—those 
powers that are known to be hostile or whose policy goals are in some way 
inimical. They must also keep track of powers that are neutrals, friends, or 
even allies who are rivals in certain contexts. For example, the European 

Policy Versus Intelligence: The Great Divide

One way to envision the distinction between policy and intelligence 
is to see them as two spheres of government activity that are 
separated by a semipermeable membrane. The membrane is 
semipermeable because policy makers can and do cross over into 
the intelligence sphere, but intelligence officials cannot cross over 
into the policy sphere.
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