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owens:  Thanks for being here to join 
us today. I wanted to start with some-
thing that you and I talked about offline, 
the institutional ethical culture of the 
Agency from your perspective both as a 
senior administrator and as an officer in 
the clandestine. What is the framework 
by which ethics is understood in the 
agency?

carle:  Well, one of the paradoxes, and 
challenges, and draws, I would say, of the 
career and the profession is the intrinsic 
tension between the need to find officers 
or staffers who have the highest, most 
rigorous ethical standards as part of their 
natures, and the requirements of a job 
whose essence is to subvert other people’s 
ethical obligations.

It’s very stimulating. One doesn’t feel 
the stress most of the time, day to day. 
Those who do —and many do because, if 
you’re a thinking person, it is an imme-
diate, present challenge—will resign, 
because they’re not comfortable in such 
a perverse way of life. So those who can 
get past that obstacle either are morally 
flexible or stronger of character, and both 
things might be true simultaneously. 
That’s not a facetious comment, really.

This is slightly tangential, but in my 
first assignment, which lasted nearly five 
years, at one point or another I worked 
with five other first-tour officers. We were 

junior officers; so there were six of us, 
counting myself. At the end of those five 
years, the five other officers had resigned. 
I was the only one who didn’t. And for 
25 years I’ve always made the joke that I 
was the only one good enough to make it 
through. You could also say that I was the 

only one not strong enough to be decisive 
and get out and do something better. I 
think maybe both things are true.

How does the agency approach it? Quite 
explicitly and consciously, as an insti-
tution it seeks to identify, filter in the 
hiring process, and then select pro-
spective officers with the highest moral 
and ethical standards. It’s viewed as an 
absolute requirement and qualification of 

the job. You don’t want to hire the slap-
on-the-back used-car salesman who is a 
liar and a sneak.

And so then the paradox is that they hire 
someone like me, who was raised to be 
a good boy and a goody two shoes. I am 
the Walt Disney kid. Everyone has always 
teased me about this, and it is fundamen-
tally true. I don’t jaywalk. I don’t stick 
gum underneath tables in restaurants. I 
am a goody two shoes. Lying makes me 
really ill at ease. It’s wrong. But that’s the 
job. So we are actually trained for a long 
time, how to lie. And then we practice it. 
So there is always this tension.

owens:  I’m interested in the particu-
lar virtues that are fostered within tight 
organizational cultures, and it seems 
there is a clear distinction between the 
operational staff and the analytic staff in 
the Agency.

carle:  It’s due to personality types. 
But I would not say there are different 
virtues expected from analysts or from 
operations officers, if by virtues we 
mean a moral compass. There is a clear 
distinction, though, I would agree, if by 
virtues you mean attributes, facility with 
engaging in morally contradictory behav-
ior–one has to tell oneself, behavior in 
the pursuit of national interest is a more 
compelling imperative than personal 
morality. That is a tough equilibrium 
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to sustain, and that is a difference in 
function, and of personality type and 
expectation, between the analytical side, 
which has a simpler moral posture, and 
the operations side, which must inhabit 
forever this super-charged, hypocritical, 
and yet simultaneously higher and more 
base moral universe.  

owens:  And now that you’ve left the 
Agency, what stays with you from that 
ethical culture, that capability that you 
have developed to hold this paradox 
together?

carle:  What carries—what have I taken 
with me? I don’t know that I—

owens: Are you lying to me right now?

carle:  Everyone always says that. 
There’s some Schrodinger’s cat kind of 
dilemma, where if you say you’re a liar, 
or you’re known to be a liar, then you 
can never really be believed by anybody, 
and there’s nothing you can do about it. 
I don’t know that I have taken anything 
away with me. By that I mean that I am 
the person who went into the agency. 

Have I taken anything away with respect 
to how to lie, or how to be a man of integ-
rity, or something like that? The effects 
on me have been numerous—I’m aware 
of many, and probably unaware of others. 
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at the expense of others, and it then will 
almost inevitably devolve to a zero-sum 
game. It needn’t, but in the absence of 
some authority, it will.

owens:  Shifting just a little bit, last 
night your talk was on the so-called en
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owens:  I’m certainly not claiming that 
the Obama administration is making 
its counterterrorism decisions first on 
ethical principle, rather than on national 
security. But the change in tone changes 
the argument that they make about the 
use of force, I think.

carle:  Does it change the argument for 
the use of force? The Obama administra-
tion is more modest and less grandiose 
in its pretensions. By not identifying 
all actions as a Manichean struggle for 
good but as more tactically focused, more 
directly related to national interest, I 
think the policy becomes more honest. 
And, because it is narrower in scope, and 
probably more consistent, it also becomes 
less hypocritical.

So the consequences might be, in an 
ethical sense, more defensible, because 
they are less grandiose. Modesty becomes 
ambition, in a paradoxical way. I think 
that’s a consequence, maybe; and the 
intent is no longer simply, “Let’s find the 
bad guys and stop them.”

owens: Ethicists and just war think-
ers are really wrestling with the use of 
unmanned vehicles and targeted killings. 
How should we think about all this as 
other countries develop their own drones 
and will start to deploy them against our 
own troops, and potentially our home-
land?

carle:  My reaction to the use of drones 
has been, for me, a natural follow-on to 
the “enhanced interrogation techniques” 
crisis. One would imagine from reading 
my book [The Interrogator] that I have a 
visceral identification with natural law. 
That’s not how anyone in the government 
reasons, really. People try to act honor-
ably. There are very few pure, consciously 
devious people. Evil is almost always 
sincere, and therefore an almost totally 
relative concept. But people are simply 
trying to accomplish a task, achieve an 
end, and that’s it. What is the challenge? 
How can I solve it? There are bad guys we 
cannot reach, beyond the law, they will 

harm us. We do nothing, and they’ll kill 
my sister, or we do something. That’s it. 

And then the lawyers come in and say, 
“Oh my goodness, there are principles 
involved”, and everyone will get irritated 
by it and try to conform in some way. 
The principles aren’t quite applied ex 
post facto, but they don’t drive the train. 
I am not, however, troubled by the drone 
program as I am by torture. I consider 
it legitimate to use lethal force against 

for sometimes challengeable decisions. 
But it is the use of lethal force in the 
protection of American lives and treasure 
in time of war—even if not so designated 
by the Congress—and is therefore, to me, 
legitimate. And it works. The long-term, 
unintended consequences may be great, 
and should be assessed very carefully. 
But the drone program should not be 
viewed as the “follow on” to the torture 
issue. I know how carefully the program 
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All of those things are real risks, but I 
think they are worth running. Frankly, 
even chaos in Syria, from a strategic 
perspective—cynical as it might sound—
is preferable to having Syria serve as the 
home base and surrogate staging point 
for Hezbollah and for Iran. If we create 
problems for Tehran, that is a good thing 
for us. So I think that we should have 
tried to win over Assad long ago, and I’m 
certain that we have aided and armed 
the rebels, the Syrian Free Army, against 
him now.

There will be the well-intentioned profes-
sors who leave their tenured positions at 
schools like Boston College and go back 
to Syria for the goodness of democracy 
who will have to struggle against some 
ruthless, true believing jihadist who has 
weapons and will cut your throat. That’s 
one of the almost inevitable challenges, 
and maybe the moderates will lose, as 
they so often do. But it’s worth doing. 
And if we aren’t in the game, we don’t 
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foreign intelligence officers active in 
the United States every day, robbing us 
blind of our economic secrets, our trade 
secrets, our political secrets, our tech-
nological secrets. More than anything, 
that’s what they care about. They don’t 
care what a politician says. They care 
about how Apple has a new code that is 
a breakthrough. And we can say, well, 
that’s cheating, and we won’t do it. And 
then we will end up with no underwear. 
That’s guaranteed.

owens:  One last question. What keeps 
you up at night?

carle:  Global warming. I argued—I 
was the acting national intelligence 
officer, and then the deputy, for trans-
national threats, strategic challenges to 

the United States’ national interests and 

http://www.bc.edu/content/bc/centers/boisi.html
http://www.bc.edu/content/bc/centers/boisi.html
http://www.bc.edu/content/bc/centers/boisi.html
mailto:publife@bc.edu
https://twitter.com/boisi_center
http://bc.edu/boisi-resources
http://www.bc.edu/content/bc/centers/boisi/resources/q_and_as.html
http://www.facebook.com/boisicenter
http://twitter.com/boisi_center

