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One evening over drinks in Ethiopia, during his tour as a CIA officer back in the 1960s, John Stockwell
expressed reservations about covert operations to a senior fellow officer named Larry Devlin. Stockwell
worried that the CIA was infiltrating governments and corrupting leaders to no useful end. Devlin, wellknown in spy circles for his work in the Congo, berated Stockwell1:
“You're trying to think like the people in the NSC back in Washington who have the big
picture, who know what's going on in the world, who have all the secret information,
and the experience to digest it. If they decide we should have someone in Bujumbura,
Burundi, and that person should be you, then you should do your job, and wait until you
have more experience, and you work your way up to that point, then you will understand
national security, and you can make the big decisions. Now, get to work, and stop, you
know, this philosophizing.”
It’s a compelling argument: trust me, I know secrets. In fact it’s the same sort of argument that a federal
informant named Hector Xavier Monsegur used to convince an activist named Jeremy Hammond to
break into a whole slew of servers belonging to foreign governments2. Monsegur assured Hammond:
“Trust me, everything I do serves a purpose.” Hammond didn’t realize that he was actually part of an
elaborate intelligence campaign being run by the FBI. Pimped out to other American three-letter
agencies as it were.

Trust Me: I’m an Insider
John Stockwell was patient. He stayed on with the CIA and rose through the ranks, ultimately garnering
enough clout to sit in on subcommittee meetings of the National Security Council. What he witnessed
shocked him. Stockwell saw fat old men like senior ambassador Ed Mulcahy who fell asleep3 and petty
officials like Henry Kissinger who got into embarrassing spats when someone else sat in their chair.4 All
the while decisions were made that would kill people.
Quelle surprise! There were no wise men making difficult decisions based on dire threats to national
security. Merely bureaucrats in search of enemies whose covert programs created more problems than
they solved.
There’s a lesson in this story that resonates very strongly. A security clearance is by no means a
guarantee of honesty or integrity. The secrets that spies guard don’t necessarily justify covert programs.
Rather the veil of the government’s classification system is often leveraged to marginalize the public, to
exclude people from policy making, and conceal questionable activity that would lead to widespread
condemnation and social unrest if it came to light.

Past decades offer an endless trail of evidence: Operation Gladio, Operation Mockingbird, Project
MKUltra, Operation Wheeler/Wallowa, Watergate, Operation CHAOS, COINTELPRO, Operation
Northwoods, P2OG (the Proactive, Preemptive Operations Group), Iran-Contra, etc.
Cryptome’s John Young describes how this dynamic literally unwinds democracy5:
“Those with access to secret information cannot honestly partake in public discourse due
to the requirement to lie and dissimulate about what is secret information. They can only
speak to one another never in public. Similarly those without access to secret
information cannot fully debate the issues which affect the nation, including alleged
threats promulgated by secret keepers who are forbidden by law to disclose what they
know.”

The Parade of Lies
In light of Ed Snowden’s revelations, and the remarkably flat-footed response of our political leaders,
society is witnessing a crisis of trust. Time after time we’ve been lied to by ostensibly credible
government officials. Not little white lies, but big scandalous ones. Lies that bring into question the
pluralistic assumptions about American democracy and suggest the existence of what political analysts
from Turkey would call a “Deep State6.”
For instance, both former NSA director Keith Alexander and House Intelligence Chair Mike Rogers
claimed that NSA mass interception was instrumental in disrupting over 50 terror plots, a claim that
dissolved quickly upon closer scrutiny7.
Or contemplate an unnamed NSA spokesman who vehemently told the Washington Post that the NSA
was ***not*** engaged in economic espionage8, only to be contradicted by leaked top-secret
documents which described how the NSA broke into networks run by the Chinese telecom giant Huawei
and made off with the company’s crown jewels (i.e. product source code).
When President Obama scored some air time with Charlie Rose, in soothing tones he calmly explained
to viewers that the NSA doesn’t monitor American citizens without a warrant. It’s surprising that POTUS,
a man with a background in constitutional law no less, would be unaware of Section 702 of the Foreign
Intelligence Surveillance Act (FISA). This legal provision contains a loophole that allows just this sort of
warrantless monitoring to transpire9. Never mind Executive Order 12333, which is arguable an even
greater threat10.
More recently, consider Dianne Feinstein’s claim back in March that the CIA had been monitoring a
network used by the Senate Intelligence Committee. John Brennan, the CIA director, told her that she
was full of it and sanctimoniously replied “when the facts come out on this, I think a lot of people who
are claiming that there has been this tremendous sort of spying and monitoring and hacking will be
proved wrong11.”
Well guess what? It turns out Brennan was on the losing side of that bet. An internal investigation
showed that CIA officers had indeed been watching the Senate Committee12. Stop and pause for a

moment. This disclosure is a serious warning sign. What, pray tell, do you think happens to the whole
notion of checks and balances when the executive branch spies on the other two branches? Do you
suppose there are implications for the balance of power?

Damage Control
Faced with this ever expanding dearth of credibility, spies have worked diligently to maintain the
appearance of integrity. Specifically, industry conferences like Black Hat and DEF CON have regularly
catered to the needs of U.S. Intelligence by serving as platform for the Deep State and its talking points:
that Cyberwar is imminent13, that cybercrime represents an existential threat14, and that mass
interception is perfectly normal and perfectly healthy15.
“If the tariff of security is paid, it will be paid in the coin of privacy.16”
In these hacker venues high-profile members of the intelligence community like Cofer Black17, Shawn
Henry18, Keith Alexander19, and Dan Greer20 are positioned front and center in keynote slots, as if they
were glamorous Hollywood celebrities. While those who value their civil liberties might opine that they
should more aptly be treated like pariahs21.
“Time Out” Posturing
One would hope that the gravity of Ed Snowden’s documents would have some impact. Indeed, Jeff
Moss, the organizer who currently runs DEF CON and who originally founded Black Hat (and, by the way,
currently sits on the Department of Homeland Security’s Advisory Council22), did attempt to make a
symbolic gesture of protest in the summer of 2013. He gently requested that feds call a “time-out” and
not attend DEF CON23.
To grasp the nature of this public relations maneuver is to realize that roughly 70 percent of the
intelligence budget is channeled to private sector companies24. As Glenn Greenwald observed during the
2014 Polk Award ceremony, as far as the national security state is concerned there is little distinction
between the private and public sector25. Anyone who has peered into the rack space of the data broker
industry knows that the NSA is an appendage on a much larger corporate apparatus26.
So asking federal employees to stay away really doesn’t change much because the driving force behind
the surveillance state, the defense industry and its hi-tech offshoots, will swarm Vegas in great numbers
as they normally do. Twelve months after Moss calls his halfhearted “time-out” Black Hat rolls out the
red carpet for the Deep State27, (while the government threatens to clamp down on attendance to
conferences by foreign nationals28). This is all very telling.
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