
Spy Fiction and Spy Reality 
On March 20, 2025, Dr. Michael Ard, Program Director for the Master 
of Science in Intelligence Analysis in the Advanced Academic 
Programs in the ​
Zanvyl Krieger School of Arts and Sciences of Johns Hopkins 
University, and I discussed what we might learn from well written spy 
novels.  Dr. Ard had approached me based on my government career 
and the success of my novel City of Lost Souls.  Our exchange was 
recorded and will be used in a class exploring the ethics of 
intelligence.  These are the questions he asked and my notes that I 
drew on in answering.  Marty Petersen 
 

I.​ Who do you regard as authors of serious spy 
fiction? 

a.​Authors like John LeCarre, Graham Greene, 
David Ignatius, David Downing, Charles 
McCarry, Ian McEwan, Phillip Kerr, and Alan 
Furst 

b.​Le Carre, McCarry and Greene were all 
intelligence officers; McCarry with the CIA in 
the 1950s 

c.​Ignatius is a newspaperman with many 
contacts who are retired CIA officers, 
especially in the Directorate of Operations 

d.​Downing, Furst, and Kerr are all novelists who 
write well researched books on espionage 
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between the World Wars, in WWII, and during 
the Cold War 

e.​Ian McEwan writes novels with broad 
themes—Atonement is probably his best—but 
The Innocent is one that ventures into the 
world of Cold War intelligence operations 

II.​ What themes do you see reoccurring in their 
books and in others? 
a.​Moral equivalency 

i.​ There is really no difference between 
intelligence services and operations run by 
Western democracies and those run by their 
adversaries 

ii.​ This comes through in the John Russell 
Station Series by Downing and in Russia 
House and The Spy who came in From the 
Cold by LeCarre 

b.​Closely related to moral equivalency are four 
other reoccurring themes 
i.​ Rampant cynicism 

1.​The ending of Spy Who Came in From 
the Cold is a prime example 

2.​Near the end of movie version, the 
Richard Burton character gives a 
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scathing description of the people drawn 
to intelligence work 

3.​LeCarre’s books over the years have 
come with increasing doses of 
anti-Americanism 

ii.​ It’s all a pointless game that is often played 
internally within a nation’s services or with its 
allies 

1.​The Honourable Schoolboy and The 
Looking Glass War, both by LeCarre are 
as much about bureaucratic fights within 
and between agencies as they are 
about espionage operations against the 
enemy 

a.​Jerry Westerby in Honourable 
Schoolboy is at war as much with 
his own service as the Russians or 
Chinese 

b.​The Looking Glass War turns n a 
bureaucratic battle between rival 
British intelligence agencies 

2.​The whole Smiley trilogy on the battle 
with Karla is as much about internal 
politics in MI-6 as it is about countering 
the Soviet threat 

iii.​ Of course, betrayal and loyalty to nothing 
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1.​LeCarre’s Tailor Tinker Solder Spy is a 
fictional take on the Philby case 

iv.​ Expediency and the end justifies the means 
are guiding principles of operations 

1.​The Looking Glass War and A Small 
Town in Germany are about 
opportunism, sometimes for the 
advancement of the intelligence service 
in a domestic bureaucratic battle and at 
times to advance what are seen to be 
national goals by backing politicians with 
unsavory pasts 

c.​What kind of people populate their novels? 
i.​ The unsavory 

1.​Phillip Kerr’s Bernie Gunther series is 
populated by real people who did very 
bad things and features a good cop/intel 
officer trying to navigate a moral morass 

2.​Alan Furst’s novels are also populated 
by brutal men and women like in the 
Night Soldiers who cross and 
double-cross one another 

3.​All of LeCarre’s characters are flawed 
and many are morally bankrupt and 
manipulative, especially in A Small Town 
in Germany 
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4.​Sometimes as in David Ignatius’s 
Agents of Innocence we have a good 
hero, a CIA officer modeled on CIA 
officer Robert Ames (who was killed in 
the Beirut bombing) who must establish 
a relationship with cold blooded killers 

ii.​ The naïve and inept 
1.​Some of these are like the American 

CIA agent Alden Pyle in Graham 
Greene’s The Quiet American, who are 
not only naïve but clueless about the 
culture and people they are interacting 
with 

a.​The hero of McCarry’s Tears of 
Autumn, a CIA case officer, on the 
other hand understands the culture 
and the people—it is also set in 
pre-US involvement Vietnam) but 
the political decision makers in 
Washington do not    

b.​Both the Quiet American and the 
Tears of Autumn end in tragedy 

2.​The hero of Ian McEwan’s The Innocent 
is a man surrounded by decent people.  
But Leonard Marnham is caught up in a 
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game he does not understand and all 
are betrayed in the end 

3.​Some are played for comedy, a version 
of the pointless game theme, like the 
helpless vacuum cleaner salesman of 
Graham Greene’s Our Man in Havana 

4.​LeCarre’s Harry and Andy in the Tailor 
of Panama are a couple of conmen at 
heart, although one is an MI-6 officer, 
who bilk their clueless superiors in 
London. 

iii.​ The rogue elephant, a term used by Senator 
Church in his 1970s hearings, is a theme that 
is more common to spy fiction of the Bourne 
Identity and Three Days of the Condor ilk 

1.​But intelligence officers with personal 
agendas are present in the Honourable 
Schoolboy, The Tailor of Panama, and 
the Downing books. 

III.​ What do serious spy novels sometimes get 
right? 

a.​LeCarre and McCarry are especially good on 
intelligence tradecraft—how operations are 
planned and run 
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i.​ The Smiley books are about putting the 
pieces together largely through research 

ii.​ McCarry’s The Miernik Dossier is written in 
part like an after-action report and is a good 
picture of how third world influence operations 
worked in the 1950s 

iii.​ The Little Drummer Girl has an excellent 
description of how an asset is recruited and 
prepped for a mission 

b.​LeCarre, Ignatius, and McCarry capture the 
bonds and sometimes complex relationships 
formed between intelligence officers and their 
sources 
i.​ It’s a cocktail that is part obligation, part trust 

laden with lingering doubt 
c.​Closely related is the blindness regarding an 
asset’s reliability that can occur 
i.​ This is a subtheme in Little Drummer Girl; 

indeed, the Israeli officer loses control of his 
asset 

ii.​ And there is Greene’s comic Our Man in 
Havana 

IV.​ What do spy novels miss altogether? 
a.​Time, especially the time it takes to prepare and 

launch an operation 
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i.​ The whole spotting, assessing, recruiting, 
training, and running cycle is absent or greatly 
collapsed 
1.​Little Drummer Girl does better than 

most 
ii.​ The support piece to an operation—other than 

countersurveillance—is largely missing from 
most spy novels.  It takes many people in the 
background and time to put the pieces into 
play 

iii.​ The life expectancy of an agent in place is 
more often measured in months than years   

b.​Oversight and review 
i.​ This is the opposite of the rogue elephant 

theory 
1.​Inhouse review before something is 

launched 
2.​Sensitive operations routinely involve 

NSC review and notification of the 
intelligence oversight committees on the 
Hill 

3.​Covert action requires a Presidential 
finding and Congressional notification 

4.​Lawyers are scattered throughout the 
process 

c.​Impact on family 
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i.​ The strains of living cover for the entire family, 
spouse and children 

ii.​ The long and often unpredictable hours 
iii.​ The unaccompanied assignments, especially 

during the War on Terror 
iv.​ LeCarre gets at some of these pressures, 

albeit indirectly, when he talks about Smiley’s 
marriage to Anne. 

d.​The quiet patriotism of the people engaged in 
intelligence 
i.​ Not chest thumbing but a belief that the work 

is important and that it makes the US and our 
friends safer 

V.​ What can we take away from good spy 
fiction? 
a.​Espionage operates in a gray moral area 
i.​ Good people facing hard choices 
ii.​ The ends and means issue is always there 
iii.​ Intelligence work requires a strong moral 

compass 
b.​ Loyalty to what and whom 
i.​ A secret intelligence organization in a 

democracy must reflect the larger society and 
its values 

9 | Page 
 



ii.​ Personal politics must be left in the parking lot 
and there is an obligation to support the goals 
and policies of officials the American people 
elected  

iii.​ Protection of sources and methods 
1.​Recruited assets put their lives and the 

lives of their families at risk to advance 
US interests 

2.​Compromised methods compromise the 
security of us all 

a.​Why should I trust my life and the 
lives of my family to you when you 
cannot protect sources and 
methods 

c.​The long-term consequences of individual 
operations 
i.​ The ends and means and expediency 

conundrums 
ii.​ Iran for instance, the 1953 coup that put the 

Shah on the throne  
 

10 | Page 
 


