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Abstract
In recent years, scholars of International Relations (IR) have increasingly recognized 
a variety of actors, practices, and formations that are not traditionally acknowledged 
as being part of IR. As Cynthia Weber argues, the traditional Westphalian view 
of IR envisions a system that is state-centered, ordered, and oriented towards 
upholding the rights of “sovereign man.” 1  Such activities are construed as “normal 
international relations,” while activities outside these parameters are described as 
“queer,” “perverse” or unusual, defying usual expectations about “how IR works”.   
Queer theorists can highlight the richness and complexity of IR, and “queer” our 
traditional understandings of, for example, what constitutes relations between 
states, through acknowledging other practices and activities.2 This article attempts 
to bring intelligence into this dialogue by considering whether intelligence agents 
and activities also play a role in “queer IR”.
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Introduction
What does it mean to ask questions about the “queerness of intelligence?” At 
first glance, the reader might raise questions about the role of sex and sexuality 
in the conduct and practice of intelligence operations, or perhaps about the 
sex and sexuality of agents within the intelligence world. Most readers are 
familiar with such characterizations – from the randy, highly sexualized (and 
highly “gendered” male) agent James Bond, to his female counterpart Mata 
Hari.3 Or perhaps one thinks of the debates that intelligence specialists have 
conducted about questions like the ethics of using sex to procure information 
through deploying female agents to set so-called “honeytraps.”4 Or, one might 
wish to ask about the fact that within the long history of intelligence activity in 
the United States (US) and Europe, in numerous instances one’s sexuality and 
sexual practices have come into question. As journalist  Jon Kelly points out, 
among the group of British spies known as the “Cambridge Five,” who betrayed 
their country to the Soviet Union, two were known to be homosexual, while 
a third was bi-sexual.5 Moreover, in recent years, there has been much public 
discussion of the sexuality of such well-known traitors as Chelsea Manning,6 as 
well as more research about the ways in which one’s particular sexual practices 
– including homosexuality – have been evaluated by those who would make 
decisions about someone’s suitability for employment in the intelligence field.7 
Finally, in raising questions about queerness, the reader may point to the growing 
literature about explicit gender policies within the Intelligence Community (IC), 
including practices such as sexual discrimination. 
However, these questions, while important, will not constitute the major 
objective or goal of this discussion of “queerness” in the field of intelligence. 
Rather, this article engages with the secondary notion of queerness, which rests 
on claims about the politics of knowledge.  Here queer theorists suggest that 
an academic community often ‘privileges’ certain types of actors or activities 
over others by focusing on these more mainstream and powerful actors and 
activities (like diplomacy and military activity in international relations) while 
marginalizing or ignoring other actors and activities (like informal lobbying by 
human rights groups or professional groups).  The official story of international 
relations thus becomes the story of wars and conflicts, as well as the story of 
treaties and Memoranda of Agreement. Other events are not regarded as central 
to that story, often because the academic community might not know what to 
do with these other types of actors – such as war brides, the subjects of human 
trafficking, or defense contractors. Such actors can be described as ‘queer’ 
since they don’t fit into any of our traditional categories for understanding a 
phenomenon, like international trade or international conflict. 
Similarly, in thinking about international relations, academic theories recognize 
the role of state actors as well as military forces and diplomats.  But traditional 
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