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COMMENTARY

Christopher Andrew and the study of intelligence
Peter Jackson

University of Glasgow, Scotland

No one has done more for longer to establish the study of intelligence as a serious field of scholarly 
enquiry than Christopher Andrew. As a research student in the mid-1960s Andrew first recognised 
the importance of decrypts of German diplomatic correspondence to French politics and foreign 
policy before the First World War. He has ever since led the way in integrating the study of 
intelligence into the history of international politics. A succession of path-breaking monographs, 
from Théophile Delcassé and the Making of the Entente Cordiale (1968) to The Secret World: A history of 
intelligence (2018) have contributed in fundamental ways to our understanding of the origins of the 
two World Wars, the Cold War and French, British, Russian and American politics and policy-making. 
Just as importantly, Andrew’s has provided a conceptual template for subsequent generations of 
historians of intelligence and international relations.

Among the core tenets of Andrew’s methodological contribution is the principle that, to under-
stand its significance, intelligence must always be located firmly within the wider political, cultural 
strategic context in which it was used. Andrew was ahead of his time in recognising the importance 
of the cultural environment in shaping the way intelligence is interpreted and used. His contribution 
on intelligence and French policy before 1914 to the seminal collection of essays edited Ernest May is 
still the single best essay-length demonstration of the importance of context to the interpretation 
and use of strategic intelligence.1

The publication of Secret Service: The making of the British intelligence community in 1985 was 
a watershed moment in the history of intelligence studies. With this book Andrew showed that it was 
possible to produce scholarship of the highest standards on a subject long considered closed to 
serious practitioners of archive-based history. He combined the imaginative use of a wide array of 
official records and private papers with formidable powers of analysis and superb prose style to 
produce perhaps the most important study of British diplomatic and military history to appear in the 
1980s.

It was also in the mid-1980s that Andrew collaborated with Michael Handel, one of the most 
influential voices in the field of strategic studies, to found Intelligence and National Security (INS) Since 
the first issue was published in early 1986, ‘INS’ has remained easily the world’s best academic journal 
in the field of intelligence studies. Reflecting the research interests and intellectual curiosity of its 
founding editors, the scholarship published in INS was one of the first forthrightly inter-disciplinary 
academic journals in the field of international politics. Now in its thirty-seventh year, the journal 
continues to publish ground-breaking work in the fields of domestic and international law, history, 
sociology, anthropology, political science, IR and strategic studies. Its success is a tribute to Andrew’s 
oft-repeated belief that various disciplinary approaches tend to ask different questions but are 
usually addressing the same core issues.

During the late 1980s Andrew collaborated with former KGB officer Oleg Gordievsky to produce 
by far the most authoritative history of Soviet-era intelligence: KGB: the inside story of its foreign 
operations from Lenin to Gorbachev (1990). This book appeared as the Cold War was coming to an 
end and international relations entered a new phase of American liberal hegemony. Andrew 
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adjusted by researching and writing the best history of secret intelligence and the US presidency, For 
the President’s Eyes Only: secret intelligence and the American presidency from Washington to Bush 
(1995). The analytical framework he developed for this study can be identified in the hugely 
influential special issue of INS entitled ‘Leaders and Intelligence’ (1988). For the President’s Eyes 
Only established Andrew as far and away the world’s leading authority on the history of intelligence 
and international politics. His books are read by world leaders, and he is consulted regularly by policy 
elites and legislators seeking to better grasp the complex relationship between intelligence and 
policy-making.

At the turn of the century Andrew founded the Cambridge Intelligence Seminar at Corpus Christi 
College in Cambridge. This seminar is known the world over as a forum where research students sit 
at the table with some of the most distinguished current and former practitioners to discuss and 
debate the nature of intelligence and its role in the formulation of foreign, domestic and strategic 
policy. Now into its third decade, the seminar continues to thrive and to provide a vital interface 
between scholarship and policy that is rare on this side of the Atlantic.

Andrew has used his position at this interface to campaign consistently and influentially for more 
governmental openness and greater access to official records. Andrew’s commitment to this cause 
reaches back to the early phase of his career. The determination of Andrew and his Cambridge 
contemporary Peter Hennessy to uncover new primary source material related to intelligence led to 
a famous warning by former mentor, Sir Harry Hinsley, that their persistence might well put them on 
the wrong side of the law. In the end, Andrew and Hennessy were on the right side of history. Since 
the mid-1990s the British state has instituted ever more liberal regimes for the declassification of 
sensitive records. Their steadfast commitment to greater access has opened doors for subsequent 
generations of intelligence scholars.2

In the 2000s Andrew turned his hand to the writing of official history. The result was The Defence 
of the Realm: the authorized history of MI5 (2009). This book was exceptional when it appeared, not 
only for the depth of the research upon which it was based (Andrew was able to draw on the work of 
an unusually talented and industrious team of independent researchers), but also for the quality of 
analysis and the disinterested judgment exercised throughout. Defence of the Realm in many ways 
set the standard for independent, yet ‘official’, history writing. This combination of high scholarly 
standards and independent judgment is also evident in the excellent official histories of British 
intelligence that have since appeared by the late Keith Jeffery (MI6: the history of British secret 
intelligence) and, most recently, John Ferris (Behind the Enigma: the authorized history of GCHQ).

Andrew’s most recent monograph, The Secret World: a history of intelligence, is a sweeping history 
of the origins and evolution of secret intelligence imbued throughout with Andrew’s inimitable 
combination of acute insight and literary verve. No one writes more accessibly or enjoyably about 
the history of intelligence and its relation to politics and policy-making. For this reason we awaited 
with impatience the publication of his latest book with Julius Green on the interaction between 
espionage and show business, which was published in October 2021.3

For all his formidable talent and achievements as a scholar, what is most impressive about 
Christopher Andrew is that his growing fame never compromised in the least his commitment to 
his students or to the Faculty of History at Cambridge. For decades Andrew has consistently 
challenged his students to believe in themselves and to ask the most ambitious questions possible 
of their research. His unfailing enthusiasm and support for his students continues long after 
graduation. I know I am only one of many to have received good counsel and cheerful support 
from Chris during a difficult time. The ranks of his former students and advisees includes distin-
guished academics, senior civil servants and leaders in both business and government. In the best 
possible sense, one never ceases to be a student of Christopher Andrew.
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Notes

1. Christopher Andrew, ‘France and the German Menace’ in E. May (ed.), Knowing One’s Enemies: intelligence 
assessment before the two World Wars (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984).

2. With this in mind it is depressing to contemplate the regressive attitude of the French state to greater access to 
official records distilled in Article 25 of the ‘Loi relative à la prevention des actes de terrorisme et au renseigne-
ment’ (30 July 2021). This law for the first time in French history actually rolls back levels of access to sensitive 
archival material by granting intelligence services the right to decide time limits and conditions of access to 
intelligence records.

3. Christopher Andrew and Julius Green, Stars & Spies: intelligence operations and the entertainment business 
(London: Bodley Head, 2021).
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