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Using Hannah Arendt as our guide, we examine the imperfect and at
times curious mechanisms through which state projects enact an aura of
secrecy and deception. To date, International Political Sociology (IPS)
has paid strikingly little attention to the workings of secrecy and decep-
tion in politics. Arendt’s contributions to international political sociolo-
gies of state secrecy are threefold. First, Arendt’s reflections on lying and
secrecy occur across a wide historico-philosophical field, generating in-
sights that a focus on liberal democracy alone cannot. Second, Arendt
draws our attention to important variations in the arts of secrecy and de-
ception, and their ethico-political implications. Third, Arendt highlights
the limits of traditional scholarly methods for research on lying and se-
crecy and offers an important tool that we conceptualize as a twist. We
demonstrate these three contributions through a case study of a foggy
Anglo-American intelligence project called Cobra Mist.

A Tale of Two Shells

Walk north along the beach from the old seaside town of Aldeburgh on Britain’s
easternmost coast and you’ll soon encounter a large rusty steel shell called the
Scallop. Conceived by the sculptor Maggi Hambling in 2003 to commemorate
one of Aldeburgh’s most famous residents, the composer Benjamin Britten, the
6.5-ton Scallop stands some fifteen feet high on the seashore. Cut out of its edges
are the words “I hear those voices that will not be drowned,” a line from Britten’s
opera Peter Grimes, invoking the town’s maritime history. The Scallop is highly
visible and, consequently, controversial. For more than ten years it has been the
target of vandalism, petitions, and other attempts to have it removed by local resi-
dents who claim it obstructs the otherwise open beach and the view of the North
Sea. The burghers of Aldeburgh take great pride in their connection to Britten
but not, it seems, this particular memorial. Save the fishermen and their voices,
by all means. But drown the sculpture!

Walk a few miles along the coast in the other direction, to the south of
Aldeburgh, and you’ll be in the presence of another shell-like structure, known as
Cobra Mist. Or, more accurately, you’ll be close to an imprint that bears a remark-
able and rather ghostly resemblance to a shell. This one is huge, so vast in fact
that you can only really appreciate the shell pattern from the air. If Hambling’s
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Scallop commemorates one of Britain’s greatest modern composers, this shell
bears witness to the region’s place in the technopolitical frontline of the Cold
War. The imprint, along with the large, featureless concrete building at its apex,
is one of the only visible remnants of Cobra Mist, and the structure the Ministry
of Defence called Sentinel Fan. Built in 1967, Cobra Mist was an over-the-horizon
radar station. It consisted of a dense array of aerials and receivers. The eastward
orientation of the shell is a clue to its function: an electromagnetic gaze cast over
the North Sea, across Europe to the Soviet Union, monitoring for signs of missile
and other military activity.

We are struck by the irony here. On the one hand, a fifteen-foot sculpture that
generates endless controversy and public demands that it be removed. On the
other, a vast radar installation that once occupied a considerable swath of the
coast and transformed the flat Suffolk landscape with large aerial transmitters
upwards of two hundred feet tall. It is true that the latter did generate a certain
degree of public disquiet. Its construction had to be reorganized due to the con-
cerns of residents about the blockage of small country roads by shipping trucks
(Heazell 2011). The result was to use the waterways instead to transport materials.
Yet Cobra Mist, despite its highly visible profile, not to mention the fact that it was
generating electromagnetic waves so powerful that they threatened to disrupt the
communications of nearby ships and the pacemakers of locals, never received the
intensity of public attention generated by the Scallop. Why? How is it that sites,
objects, and places can be equally proximate to us geographically and yet in terms
of any topology of power some things are close while others are extremely re-
mote? What might explain these stark asymmetries in the way we sense the world
around us? What conditions our objection to objects?

The simple answer would of course be that Cobra Mist was a product of the
Cold War and thereby operated under the shadowy cover of national security.
Cobra Mist was built on Orford Ness which, since 1915, had been a secret military
testing site (Cocroft and Alexander 2009; Heazell 2011). During the Cold War a
sizeable section of Orford Ness became a part of the UK’s atomic weapons devel-
opment program. Publics came to accept that these structures were in the service
of security, the production of national intelligence, and the advancement of de-
fensive capabilities. But a more precise answer to the puzzle of the two shells
would take us into the opaque landscape of state secrecy. Maggi Hambling de-
signed the Scallop to invite visitors to “sit and contemplate the mysterious power
of the sea” (quoted in OneSuffolk 2006). Cobra Mist similarly invites us to con-
template a certain mysterious power. But not of the North Atlantic per se, so
much as the architectures of secrecy that would unfold in connection to the geo-
political alliance taking that sea’s name (although Cobra Mist was never officially
affiliated with this alliance). It is this path we propose to walk. And for our guide
we look to an unlikely companion, Hannah Arendt.

This paper argues that Hannah Arendt is a thinker who can advance our
understanding of political secrecy. In making this move, we anticipate a twofold
contribution to International Political Sociology (IPS). First, we call its attention
to questions, themes, and practices of political secrecy. IPS has been marked by a
rather striking lack of theoretical or empirical interest in secrecy. Our turn to
Arendt is offered as one—though by no means the only—source of conceptual
and methodological work to stimulate scholarly interest in this rather neglected
area. Second, and more specifically, we advance the debate about Arendt within
international relations (IR) and IPS. There is a growing interest in Arendt on the
part of IR scholars (Lang and Williams 2005; Owens 2007; Hayden 2009). Such
scholarship has looked to Arendt for insight on themes of international ethics,
political evil, citizenship, refugees, totalitarianism, and political action. We argue
that running through Arendt’s work is also a consistent, if less prominent and less
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noticed, interest in themes and questions of secrecy, deception, and
concealment.

This paper is organized into three sections. First, we provide a brief discussion
of the marginality of secrecy in IPS scholarship, contrasting that state of affairs
with important work in cognate disciplines that offer useful guidelines and foun-
dations for research. Second, we gauge what Arendt offers to this growing inter-
disciplinary interest in secrecy. Focusing in particular on her work on the scandal
surrounding the leaking of the Pentagon Papers in 1971, we discuss the idea of
an art of deception and its relation to politics. In the final section we return to
Cobra Mist, this time as a site and an archive where we can put this art of decep-
tion to work. Using Cobra Mist, we build three arguments: (1) Arendt offers us
some formative guidelines, enabling us to move away from a homogeneous depic-
tion of secrecy and toward an account that is attuned to historical, practical, and
ethical transformations in the conduct of deception and its relationship to pol-
itics. (2) While Arendt orients us to historical variation in the history, organiza-
tion, and ethics of secrecy, her account of actual cases and controversies is not as
processual as it might be. Using extensive archival research and taking cues from
recent sociologies of the leak, we use Cobra Mist to show that secrecy is surpris-
ingly fragile and dynamic: it requires a work of constant adaptation, upkeep, and
repair. (3) Arendt offers us a valuable methodological insight about secrecy that
stems from her eventalized approach to political analysis. We formulate this third
insight in terms of a concept of a twist, and use Cobra Mist to demonstrate how
this notion of a twist can help surmount some of the practical challenges facing
IPS research on secrecy.

IPS and the Blind Spot of Secrecy

Secrecy is a curiously neglected mediator of power/knowledge relations and an
under-studied factor in politics within the growing field of IPS. In the wider field
of political science, there have been periodic attempts to theorize political se-
crecy. That said, and despite some important interventions (e.g., Bok 1982;
Bobbio 1987; Vincent 1998; Thompson 1999; Dean 2002; Neocleous 2002;
Mearsheimer 2011), political secrecy has not been accorded anything like the
depth of critical attention devoted to such questions as sovereignty, the public
sphere, or citizenship. Few would deny that relations of in/visibility and conceal-
ment profoundly structure political life under liberal democracy, just as practices
of classification powerfully shape the boundaries of public knowledge. Yet secrecy,
it seems, has yet to be placed at the center of political studies.

In other cognate areas there has been a lively, if somewhat fragmented, set of
debates and investigations of various aspects of secrecy. In cultural studies, anthro-
pology and queer theory scholars have explored the idea of public or open se-
crecy, thus challenging the rather worn dualisms that place secrecy and publicity
in a zero-sum relationship (Sedgwick 1993; Taussig 1999; Bratich 2006; Birchall
2011; Horn 2011). Researchers have also conducted important place-specific stud-
ies of the cultures of secrecy among research scientists and engineers, relating
these to wider regimes of power (Gusterson 1996; Masco 2006). In geography,
questions about the materiality of concealment have been pursued, allowing for a
dynamic account in which well-worn metaphors of the veil are replaced by a focus
on the complex work of hiding geographical places, lively events, and processes
(Paglen 2010). Historians of science have drawn attention to the complex oper-
ations of classifying knowledge, arguing for a view of secrecy as “anti-epistemol-
ogy” (Galison 2005). Cutting across these domains, scholars have debated the
methodological challenges of studying practices, persons, and places that are
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designed to evade or limit public knowing and access (Gusterson 1997; Belcher
and Martin 2013; Monahan and Fisher 2014; Luscombe and Walby 2015).

The advancement of secrecy as a topic in IPS would benefit from strengthening
ties to these different endeavors. Such an exercise would no doubt improve
understanding on a series of fronts. Engaging with secrecy would also provide a
needed extension and counterpoint to the focus on transparency that has grown
among scholars of governance (e.g., Best 2007). After all, while it is important to
interrogate concepts like transparency and citizenship, which liberal democracy
holds in a positive light, it is also instructive to investigate our political order from
the angle of concepts and practices that retain a more ambiguous and uncertain
ethical status. Secrecy is exemplary in this sense.

In this article, we make a modest contribution toward moving secrecy toward
the center of IPS. We argue that a useful step in fostering greater engagement
with questions of concealment, dissimulation, and deception within IPS can come
from an unexpected direction. In the next section, we turn to Arendt. Reading
Arendt on secrecy can be a profitable exercise, both as an intervention in IPS and
in the broader interdisciplinary debate on secrecy where she has been largely
overlooked. As a scholar who undertook philosophical reflection on the relations
between truth, lying, and politics, who saw relationships of visibility and invisibility
as central to her definition of public politics, and as a shrewd observer of political
regimes that made secrecy and deception a central instrument of rule, we argue
that Arendt has much to offer the analysis of secrecy in world politics.

Hannah Arendt and the Art of Secrecy

Secrecy, lying, and deception are themes that surface frequently in Arendt’s polit-
ical and philosophical writings. While she never accords them the degree of atten-
tion she bestows on questions of publicity, citizenship, or imperialism, themes of
secrecy play an important role in her analyses of political power. But for a few ex-
ceptions (Birmingham 2010; Caruth 2010), this interest has not been highlighted
in Arendtian scholarship. Yet in her work one finds reflections on the meaning
and mechanisms of secrecy and deception in ancient as well as modern societies
(Arendt 1964, 9; quoted in Birmingham 2010, 73), and not just under liberalism
(Arendt 1972), but within projects of imperialism (Arendt 1964, 209–21) as well
as totalitarian rule (Arendt 1972, 419–37; Arendt 1977b). This breadth of concern
makes for a more variegated and potentially richer understanding of secrecy and
power than found in most political scholarship, which rarely looks beyond con-
temporary liberal democracy and fails to consider, for example, the relationship
between secrecy and violence. One need look no further than Arendt’s discussion
of the “holes of oblivion” (Arendt 1977a, 231–33) that Nazism used to disappear
people to grasp that secrecy’s articulation in the art of government is frequently
as an instrument of terror.

A full reckoning with Arendt’s thoughts on secrecy is beyond the scope of this
paper. Instead, we confine our comments to three lessons Arendt offers for IPS
research on secrecy.

1. Arendt’s reflections on secrecy and deception occur across a wide historico-
philosophical field. Whereas most discussions of secrecy locate the problem
within the epistemological and normative horizon of liberal democracy, Arendt’s
ongoing engagement with what she saw as the “great tradition” of Western polit-
ical thought (Villa 1999, 155) means she is attuned to key transformations in the
forms and norms that subtend the practice of concealment and deception. Some
of these transformations are visible only when we move outside modernity. Note
here that whereas we “moderns” might typically juxtapose secrecy with publicity, her
analysis does not start with this pairing. Instead, she locates the question of
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secrecy in a series with themes of truth and lying. This allows for a decentering of
secrecy, since it is placed within a different constellation of elements and practices
that unsettle the present. But it also allows her to highlight the fact that certain as-
sumptions we make about lying are not universal but actually quite recent. For ex-
ample, she observes that lying has not always had the same significance in the
public sphere. “It is the sophist and the ignoramus rather than the liar who oc-
cupy Plato’s political thought . . . Only with the rise of Puritan morality, coinciding
with the rise of organized science, whose progress had to be assured on the firm
ground of absolute veracity and reliability of every scientist, were lies considered
serious offences” (Arendt 1977b, 232).

The fact that lying is generally regarded by publics as a bad thing for politicians
and other authorities to do, and that evidence of lying can often result in a polit-
ical scandal, is no doubt connected to a whole series of factors—not just the long-
term transformations in public and scientific culture that Arendt gestures toward.
For example, if we follow the important work of Thompson (2005), the taboo
around lying has been accentuated in recent years by the decline of a party
politics based around class loyalties and ideological orientations and the rise of a
politics of trust wherein the imperative is that political leaders must embody and
radiate trust and other positive personal qualities. But whatever the precise
factors, and they are no doubt complex, the point is that a fuller analysis of the
effects and the power of secrecy in modern politics also has to grapple with its re-
lationship to lying. As we will see when we turn to the case of Cobra Mist, polit-
icians and security officials were not just preoccupied with covering up the truth
about their security projects out of concern that foreign intelligence agencies
would find out. They were also anxious that they would be exposed as lying in,
and to, the public, and they went to extraordinary ends to obviate this outcome.
State secrecy under liberalism is about much more than hiding things. An
irreducible component is the management of the risk of being exposed as lying
in public. Only a properly historicized accounting of the art of secrecy—the kind
of historicized framing that Arendt gestures to—can capture such nuances.

2. Arendt does not regard lying and deception as something timeless or gen-
eral. Rather, she draws attention to the fact that different styles of lying and vari-
ous arts of deception have existed in the history of politics. Foucault has famously
emphasized the value of writing the genealogy of the modern state from the per-
spective of the history of its “arts of government” (Foucault 2007, 116), and it
would seem that Arendt offers us an extension to this argument: that we should
also consider the history of the arts of secrecy and deception. Moreover, she offers
hints in places that these styles and arts can be correlated with an array of profes-
sions, knowledges, and techniques. This is especially evident in her discussion of
the crisis of the Pentagon Papers, the name that became attached to the political
scandal that accompanied the leaking of the forty-seven-volume, 7,000-page United
States–Vietnam Relations, 1945–1967: A Study Prepared by the Department of Defense to
the press in 1971. Her reading of the Pentagon Papers scandal centers upon two
groups of experts, each of which brought something distinctive to the activity of
deceiving and misleading publics regarding the conduct of the war in Vietnam.
“To the many genres in the art of lying developed in the past, we must now add
two more recent varieties” (Arendt 1972, 7). The first group are the professional
image-makers. They are the “apparently innocuous” public relations experts who,
having learned their trade on Madison Avenue, bring the skills they have honed
in the marketing of washing powders into the business of selling war. Vietnam,
Arendt attests, was perhaps the first war carried out not primarily for geopolitical
or imperial gain but solely in pursuit of an image.

The second group are the professional problem-solvers. Here, Arendt has in
mind men (for they are all male) like Daniel Ellsberg, who had been drawn into
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the military planning apparatus from think tanks, universities, and the upper ech-
elons of the bureaucracy. Armed with game theories and systems analyses, war
and foreign policy became for them so many “problems” demanding rational so-
lutions. If they dedicated their energies to lying, this was not necessarily out of
moral corruption but by virtue of their utter immersion in the technocratic mi-
lieu. For these experts, self-deception is as prominent as deception: Arendt con-
tends that they were so immersed in the truth of their technocratic models that
they often lost sight of how badly the war was actually unfolding.

Again, if we confine our attention to the recent present, we might take propa-
ganda and media relations for granted. Instead, Arendt’s wider historico-
philosophical perspective is able to pose the advent of mass media and marketing
as something different: it becomes an event within the history of secrecy, a system
of experts and practices whose inauguration transforms secrecy. At the same
time—and this is crucial—she avoids the trap of depicting image-making as some
kind of total victory for secrecy. Instead, the rise of image-making corresponds to
a situation of enhanced dynamism and fragility in the field of deception.

Under our present system of world-wide communication, covering a large number
of independent nations, no existing power is anywhere near great enough to make
its “image” foolproof. Therefore, images have a relatively short life expectancy; they are
likely to explode not only when the chips are down and reality makes its reappear-
ance in public but even before this, for fragments of facts constantly disturb and
throw out of gear the propaganda war between conflicting images. (Arendt 1977b,
256; our italics)

Arendt speaks of reality as making a periodic “reappearance,” as though
through a kind of brute obduracy it pops up, confounding all attempts to deceive
with propaganda and image-making. This notable insistence on the limits of all se-
crecy overarches her reflections on the question. We will see evidence of this in
the case of Cobra Mist, and particularly the “short life expectancy” of the political
lie. That said, the pathways, processes, and actors by which this failure of secrecy,
and the counteracting practices of repairing (or abandoning) the secret, are
rarely specified in her work. Recent work on the sociology of leaks (Ku 1998;
Gibson 2014; Bail 2015) is beginning to correct for this deficiency. The analysis of
Cobra Mist we offer below, and in particular the emphasis we place on the phe-
nomena of the cover story and the cover-up, can be read as a contribution in this
respect.

Let us conclude this section by noting that recent developments in the litera-
ture on secrecy suggest that Arendt certainly had a finger on some key changes in
the logic of secrecy. While her work on the topic does not amount to a history of
secrecy so much as some fragments that might be put to use in such a field, the
fragments are nevertheless prescient. For example, her notion of the “short life
expectancy” of the political lie seems to anticipate recent discussion of the
“declining half life of secrets” (Swire 2015) by analysts of signals intelligence.
Likewise we should mention her distinction between “the traditional political lie,
so prominent in the history of diplomacy and statecraft,” and a kind of modern
lie that “deals efficiently with things that are not secrets at all but are known to
practically everybody” (Arendt 1977b, 252). This latter remark clearly foreshadows
growing interest in what Taussig calls “public secrecy,” an important class of situ-
ations in which communities know “what not to know” and live with “the spectral
radiance of the unsaid” (Taussig 1999, 6; see also Bratich 2006; Birchall 2011).

3. The final lesson we take from Arendt pertains to method. Could it be that
one reason secrecy has a distinctly marginal place in political sociology and polit-
ical science has to do with method? How can you interview subjects who are
bound by official secrets acts? If you want to study elections, you are presented
with an overabundance of data. But if you want to research how states keep
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secrets, you might have to wait decades for your material to become declassified.
And even then the chances are declassification will be partial and uneven, result-
ing in significant gaps in the public record. By their very nature, systems of secrecy
present the researcher with significant challenges and obstacles, especially if they
are interested in contemporary secrecies. Small wonder perhaps that the perva-
siveness of secrecy as a governmental practice is greatly out of proportion to the
rather modest presence it has within the social sciences.

Mindful of these challenges, scholars have developed research strategies
attuned to navigating covert worlds (e.g., Gusterson 1997; Belcher and Martin
2013; Monahan and Fisher 2014). In our view, Arendt adds an important insight
to this debate about how to conduct research on closed spaces and covert prac-
tices. The nature of her contribution on the Pentagon Papers has everything to
do with her distinctive approach to political inquiry. Arendt is a thinker oriented
toward events. “No other writer identified the link between thought and events
more rigorously than Arendt. No writer saw more clearly that the unknown, the
unexpected element that irrupts into our beliefs, and the universe that we share
with our fellows, are the very birthplace of thought, the forces that generate
thought” (Lefort 1988, 47).

For Arendt, the event—that which is radically singular, unexpected, contingent,
and which starts things anew—becomes another basis for enhancing the intelligi-
bility of secrecy. Because the best-laid plans are sometimes confounded by the un-
expected, and because things do not always turn out the way we intended, we as
researchers are afforded opportunities to discover more about secrecy than the se-
cret-keepers can anticipate. This is illustrated in the case of the Pentagon Papers.
How can we be certain that the Pentagon’s decisions about Vietnam were the
product of deliberate actions and a desire to deceive the public, and not a result
of their mistaken perceptions or the fog of war? We know—or it becomes possible
to know—because it just so happens, and perhaps for reasons that are quite contin-
gent, that another branch of the state was producing a highly accurate and factual
account of operations in the field of conflict.

That concealment, falsehood, and the role of the deliberate lie became the chief
issues of the Pentagon papers, rather than illusion, error, miscalculation, and the like,
is mainly due to the strange fact that the mistaken decisions and lying statements con-
sistently violated the astoundingly accurate factual reports of the intelligence commu-
nity, at least as recorded in the Bantam edition . . . (14) The fact-finding branches of
the intelligence services were separated from whatever covert operations were still
going on in the field, which meant that they at least were responsible only for gather-
ing information, rather than for creating the news themselves . . . They were relatively
independent, and the result was that they told the truth, year in and year out . . . It
also seems that those who were responsible for intelligence estimates were miles away
from the problem-solvers, their disdain for facts, and the accidental character of all
facts (22–23). (Arendt 1972; our italics)

We call this kind of disjuncture a twist. The twist in a fabric reveals its under-
side, a different view from the pattern on the outside. But one can also speak of a
twist of fate—an unexpected and perhaps chance occurrence with far-reaching
consequences. Arendt’s method is to seize upon the twist as a kind of privileged
moment, an opportunity that critical thought must grasp and make the most of.

Much of the time when agencies are well enough organized, and publics suffi-
ciently distracted, the normal work of covert government goes on. Practices of
classification, official secrecy laws, strategies of deception, and the like configure
an “anti-epistemology” (Galison 2005) that places considerable limitations on our
ability to research practices of secrecy. But contrary to the sometimes conspirator-
ial image of a “secret state,” deception is a human activity, and since “[n]othing
human is that perfect” (Arendt 1977a, 233), twists, like accidents, will happen.
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As we explain below, certain twists associated with Cobra Mist offer insights into
how secrecy was practiced in the shadow of the Cold War. The practice of using a
cover story, while seemingly straightforward, is highly fragile and fraught with
layers of difficulties that our analysis explores.

Before proceeding, we should stress that in this article we diverge from Arendt
in terms of how we have identified a promising case for secrecy research. Arendt
frequently conducts her event-alized analysis amid the great controversies of the
time: the Dreyfus affair (Arendt 1964), the Eichmann trial (Arendt 1977a), the
leaking of the Pentagon Papers (Arendt 1972), and so on. The relevance of these
events to public affairs is almost self-explanatory. For example, Ellsberg’s revela-
tions of the Pentagon Papers were considered to call the Republic itself into crisis.
By contrast, our case is not an event which, at least directly, produced far-
reaching ripples in political life. As we note below, Cobra Mist was extremely im-
portant as a cutting-edge intelligence technology at the height of the Cold War.
But it did not become a significant public event in its own right. This does not de-
tract from its value as a site to study the art of secrecy. What is most significant for
us is that Cobra Mist is the setting for a twist, a contingent happening that ren-
dered its specific modes of secrecy intelligible to the careful researcher.

The Fog of Cobra Mist

Cobra Mist was built in 1967 and shut down in June 1973. While its cultural sig-
nificance lives on today in the form of a vibrant mystery, with publics speculating
that something more is still hidden by the secret operation, here we focus on its
operating years as a secretive, over-the-horizon radar (OTHR) station embroiled
in the arts of detection and deception. An OTHR station generates intelligence
by bouncing high-frequency signals off the ionosphere and down to a target ob-
ject (e.g., aircraft). The ionosphere, acting as a virtual mirror, then reflects these
signals back to the station in the form of back-scatter, where it can be analyzed.
Much of the early work on OTHR was done at the US Naval Research Laboratory
in the 1950s and early 1960s, including a system called MADRE, which became
operational at Chesapeake Bay in 1961 (Laurie 1974, 421). With its promise of
extending military vision over the horizon, OTHR was a significant event in the
development of early warning systems—a topic that has recently gained the atten-
tion of scholars interested in the technopolitical history of how states sense their
worlds, and how they conduct emergency and anticipatory governance (Boin,
Ekengren, and Rhinard 2014). In the later years of the Cold War, land-based
OTHR were largely replaced by airborne early detection systems. They have re-
cently made something of a comeback in domains such as maritime surveillance.

The United States sought to create a chain of stations to monitor Soviet military
activity. Stations were placed in Cyprus and Okinawa, Japan; when Turkey refused
to host OTHR, the United States turned to the UK for what became Cobra Mist.
According to the Pentagon, Cobra Mist “was the largest, most powerful and most
sophisticated OTH . . . radar of its time; and the OTH community as a whole had
high hopes that in performance and capability Cobra Mist would set new stand-
ards for the OTH radar art” (Fowle et al. 1979, 289). The wider field of radio in-
telligence to which OTH radar belongs played a key role in Cold War espionage
and intelligence (Aldrich 2003, 2010). Cobra Mist is therefore a fascinating case
study because it illuminates the forms of secrecy that surrounded this important
technology. It also turns out to be important because Cobra Mist unsettles the of-
ficial account of the Cold War in which the relationship between Britain and the
United States is portrayed as positive, cooperative, and productive. On the con-
trary, Cobra Mist gives evidence of “unhappy experiences with major Anglo-
American intelligence projects” (Aldrich 2010, 285).
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While the UK Ministry of Defence (MoD) was the main agency responsible for
the operation, crucial for our purposes is that Cobra Mist was not a strictly na-
tional venture. As noted, it was the US Department of Defense (DoD) that had
initiated the project and which paid the majority of the construction and operat-
ing expenses. Our analysis is based on top-secret records that were declassified be-
tween 1998 and 2011 and made available in the UK’s National Archives. As
declared in Pentagon files on Cobra Mist (released by US Freedom of
Information requests in the early 1990s and published online), the goal of the op-
eration was “to detect and track aircraft; detect missile and earth satellite vehicle
launchings; fulfill current and critical intelligence requirements; and to provide a
research and development test bed for determining optimum back-scatter tech-
niques for other operational missions.” The problem for Cobra Mist was how to
keep all of this secret.

Cobra Mist was constructed on Orford Ness, Suffolk, an isolated shingle spit on
the easternmost coast of England. Orford Ness had long been used for military re-
search, since WWI (Cocroft and Alexander 2009). Throughout the Cold War, and
at the same time as Cobra Mist was being built and operated, Orford Ness was
used by the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment to do environmental testing
on atomic bomb components. If local citizens could accept the presence of the
Atomic Weapons Research Establishment on Orford Ness, they could certainly
handle a radar station.

We begin with the kind of lie Cobra Mist officials used to conceal the nature of
their radar activities. Cobra Mist officials had to adopt an approach to political
lying that could carefully skirt the demands of liberal-democratic politics and ac-
countability. The lie adopted was to publicly refer to Cobra Mist as a radio re-
search station when what was being constructed was, as Pentagon records referred
to it, “the largest, most powerful and most sophisticated” OTHR intelligence sta-
tion of its time. Such a cover story was “literally correct,” but overall untruthful. As
one MoD memo explained:

A suitable cover story has been necessary. This is that the station will be a radio re-
search station . . . The line has been agreed with the US Government. It is literally
correct to say that the station will carry out research and that it will not form part of
any early warning or AMB system, but it is course expected to prove valuable in sup-
plementing such systems. (Ministry of Defence 1968a; original emphasis)

Three major rationales appear to have informed the decision of Cobra Mist offi-
cials to deceive in this way. The first has to do with space, and the relationship be-
tween secrecy and materiality (Paglen 2010). The extraordinary visibility of Cobra
Mist from the busy coastline of Suffolk meant that many of the lies that may have
been available in other contexts could not be used. The building housing Cobra
Mist was by itself a dead giveaway: a large, gray, windowless concrete building
joined up to an expansive web of two-hundred-foot aerial transmitters and sur-
rounded by fences and armed guards was bound to raise questions. Cobra Mist
was clearly a radio station. The question was what kind of radio station. Cobra Mist
officials had to construct a lie that would hold up in light of its highly visible and
restricting materiality.

The second has to do with time. Having much experience with Cold War se-
crecy, Cobra Mist officials knew that their efforts at concealment would eventually
fail. Lies could not be maintained forever. Like the humans tasked with keeping
them, secrets have a “life expectancy” (Arendt 1977b, 256). “Sooner or later it will
be necessary to correct the record so far as Parliament is concerned,” as one MoD
official put it (Ministry of Defence 1971a). The uncertainty and high failure rate
of concealment in government keeps the art of secrecy and deception in constant
flux. If nothing else, a falsehood about radio research, being close enough to the
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truth, was going to be easier to publicly defend than a more extensive and far-
fetched one.

Third, flexibility. The radio research cover story was ambivalent enough to af-
ford Cobra Mist officials the freedom to go one of two ways in advancing their
cover story. An effective lie in the case of Cobra Mist was not just about denial of
the station’s true purpose, but of its potential operational failure. The Cobra Mist
cover story was a mutable one. If the operation succeeded, the cover story could
be used to “bridge” the public record into a second, more truthful phase by
admitting the station’s true purpose. As the MoD reasoned,

Our attitude has been that the cover story is true, as far as it goes, and could be fur-
ther developed at an appropriate phase of the trials programme, assuming that the
project proves successful. Any sudden change in cover story at the present juncture,
with public awareness that trials are in a very initial stage, could create an embarrass-
ing situation for the responsible Ministers. This would be further aggravated at a
later stage should the project not prove sufficiently successful to continue. (Ministry
of Defence 1971c)

Cobra Mist officials needed simply to pronounce that in light of the positive re-
sults of research and testing, the station would be used in an operational capacity:
from research to intelligence station. However, the cover story could also be modi-
fied in the other direction. If the operation failed, Cobra Mist officials could use
the cover story to shut down the operation without having to admit technical and
political failure. Cobra Mist officials would just need to declare that the research
had been completed, rendering the site unnecessary, which was exactly what they
did in their final press release after terminating the site in June 1973.

Nevertheless, if Cobra Mist had been retained by MoD and DoD officials, how
was this bridging effect to be achieved in practice? With greater amounts of classi-
fied information leaking into the hands of British and American publics, MoD of-
ficials considered updating the public record in a way that would keep suppressed
their initial decision to deceive. The MoD did not blame themselves for the
increasing information leaks, but instead saw the DoD as at fault. The plan was to
bridge the operation by staging a parliamentary Q&A. Cobra Mist officials
schemed to have a local MP ask them anticipated questions for which they could
prepare a written answer beforehand:

there is the separate question whether, in view of the information now made public
by the Americans, Ministers should seek an opportunity of giving Parliament further
information about the COBRA MIST project . . . This could most appropriately be
done by means of an inspired Parliamentary Question by the local MP—Sir
Harwood Harrison—and a written answer in the House. As the local MP for
Orfordness it would be quite natural for Sir Harwood Harrison to show a continuing
interest in the facility by asking for a periodic progress report on its activities.
(Ministry of Defence 1971a)

This particular Q&A was never staged by Cobra Mist officials (although there
may have been others), but its documentation and planning in formerly top-
secret memos and reports speaks volumes to the strategic and reflexive nature of
government secrecy under conditions of congenital failure.

The ongoing publication of leaks by British and American newspapers kept
Cobra Mist officials in constant fear of discovery. By 1971, the planned use of
Cobra Mist as an operational military radar to spy on the USSR, along with many
rumors, had been widely published in newspapers in both countries. American
aerospace technology magazines like Aviation Week & Space Technology also pub-
lished commentaries on the leaks, if only to add further weight and credibility to
their truthfulness. As the MoD communicated internally in response to a series of
leaks published in the journal: “‘Aviation Week’ is regarded as a reliable and well
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informed source. Moreover, the official attribution of what is said in the article to
congressional records will inevitably lend credence to it” (Ministry of Defence
1971b). In Britain, it was the renowned investigative journalist Chapman Pincher
who relentlessly probed Cobra Mist for more information and wrote about it in
his weekly Daily Express column. Pincher’s perseverance was noted with concern
by MoD officials. For example, regarding the inspired parliamentary Q&A, fear of
Pincher was cited as an added impetus for needing to go forward with it before it
was too late: “Chapman Pincher has raised this problem in the past and spoken to
the office about it recently, so it is only a matter of time before he raises it again”
(Ministry of Defence 1971a). Cobra Mist officials had at one point, according to
Heazell (2011, 262), also considered coopting Chapman Pincher to help cover up
the cover story!

Fear of discovery in Cobra Mist also had to be managed on the inside. Arendt
(1972) notes that in the case of the “problem-solvers” at the center of the
Pentagon Papers controversy, self-deception was as significant a factor as decep-
tion of the public. A governance of the self was also at stake in Cobra Mist. There,
officials not only strategized ways of responding to leaks in public, but were
engaged in the curious art of convincing themselves (the MoD more so than the
DoD, who remained more skeptical of the need to remain secret) that leaks did
not pose a serious threat to the integrity of the cover story. To do this, Cobra Mist
officials would pick apart publications about leaks in order to reconstruct their
epistemological basis: How did the journalist learn about the secret information?
Was it simply based on word of mouth and speculation or something more ser-
ious, like an obtained hard copy of classified records? To answer these questions,
Cobra Mist officials engaged in an iterative cycle of surveillance, deliberation, and
innovation by continuously monitoring the activities of publics, discussing their
real and imagined perspectives in secret meetings, and coming up with new ways
of saving the show when fragments of truth leaked out.

In 1968, for example, a series of leaks about the cost and function of Cobra
Mist as an operational radar intelligence station were published in the Daily Mail
by journalist Angus McPherson. The MoD reacted internally by putting together a
lengthy “postmortem” report that picked apart the source of each of the claims in
the newspaper article. The report made twelve points, each offering facts, claims,
and arguments by which the secret-keepers sought to reassure themselves that
McPherson had not been privy to leaked information. “The figure of £55 million
is so far wide of the mark as to be pure guesswork.” “I am informed by the experts
that anyone who knows anything about the OTHR systems would know that the
limit is about 2,000 miles.” And so on (Ministry of Defence 1968b). The report
was disseminated to the DoD for its input, but more specifically to find out
whether any classified information had been made public in the United States
and whether or not the American media had picked up on the leaks. In the end,
based on the “very satisfactory reaction from the United States Embassy, plus the
fact that nothing more has appeared in the press,” the decision was made to sim-
ply “let the whole thing die” (Ministry of Defence 1968c). Horn has written that
“[p]ower is that which is neither subject to debate nor forced to justify itself”
(Horn 2011, 107–8), and in this instance the MoD exercised the power of remain-
ing silent.

In contrast to the MoD, the DoD was not nearly as convinced by the outcomes
of these internal reports. Here, in the onset of a divergence of conduct and policy
between the US and UK partners, we encounter the beginnings of the formation
of a twist. In 1971, the DoD wrote to the MoD requesting that the cover story be
abandoned and classification policies scaled down on the assumption that “any
interested, intelligent person” could now figure out the truth in light of the
leaked information available (Department of Defense 1971). Evincing clear
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tensions between the two agencies around the matter of secrecy and deception,
the MoD responded by reminding the DoD of the original plan to use the cover
story to bridge the operation into a state of increased openness when the time
was right. In its response memo, the MoD did not acknowledge the DoD’s coun-
terargument that any interested, intelligent person could now figure out the truth
based on the leaked information available. In the MoD’s view, the cover story was
still holding strong and therefore existing classification policies were still neces-
sary. As the MoD wrote in response to the DoD’s request for greater openness
and transparency:

From the present UK point of view, the degree of classification accorded to the pro-
ject is very much inter-related with the published cover story, and recent press re-
leases associated with the initiation of activity at the site. The initial cover story,
referring to joint research into problems of long-range propagation of radio signals,
was designed to protect the real nature of the COBRA MIST project. This story has
been maintained consistently in spite of persistent probing in Parliament, and by
the Press. (Ministry of Defence 1971c)

Feeding tensions further, the MoD ultimately denied the DoD’s request by in-
sisting that they carry on the operation as usual and deal with the matter at a later
date. Yet that later date never came around for the DoD. The MoD stayed com-
mitted to the cover story all the way into the operation’s final days. Even in the
months leading up to its closure, the MoD did not seem to abandon faith in the
integrity of the cover story. As one MoD official reflected in the operation’s final
year: “the cover story remains formally extant” (Ministry of Defence 1973a). That
the cover story was still formally extant at this point seems absurdly doubtful, but
it was on this assumption that the MoD drafted its final press statement about the
site’s termination in 1973. The final press release claimed that the research had
been completed and that the Americans no longer needed the station, given that
they had similar resources at home. At the MoD’s discretion, identical press re-
leases were released in the United Kingdom and United States. Belief in the integ-
rity of the cover story also informed the MoD’s decision not to take the site as a
gift from the Americans, which the DoD had offered as an alternative to site
closure:

it would probably be necessary to acknowledge—as Chapman Pincher amongst
others has for some time claimed—that it was engaged in work connected with
OTHR. The reasons for the UK pressing ahead with this in face of a US withdrawal
would not be easy to defend. (Ministry of Defence 1973b)

As if lay publics, journalists, and professional politicians had not already come
to the conclusion that the site was an active OTHR station. Pincher had been
claiming this for years in his news columns and both the MoD and DoD knew
this. Information that ran contrary to the cover story had been leaking into the
hands of publics since the station’s first year operating. Still, the MoD insisted
that sticking with the cover story was the best course of action, while the DoD
seems to have just played along despite clear reservations to the contrary.

Conclusion

The year 2010 marked an essential literary landmark for our two shells. In
October 2010, Maggi Hambling published her book The Aldeburgh Scallop (with a
foreword from none other than Stephen Fry), the insider story of the Scallop’s
artistic design and construction Hambling (2010). The book was reader’s choice
winner for the New Angle Prize for Literature. Just one month later, another in-
side story was published. This book, by the talented Suffolk historian Paddy
Heazell, was titled Most Secret: The Hidden History of Orford Ness. Although
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undoubtedly read by some, the book did not receive nearly the same national at-
tention as the first. For reading publics, the story of the seashell trumped that of
the Sentinel Fan.

Using Arendt as our guide, we have examined the imperfect and often curious
mechanisms through which state projects enact an aura of secrecy and deception.
We believe the theoretical and methodological insights we have drawn from
Arendt and the analysis of Cobra Mist to be a contribution to recent international
political sociologies of secrecy and the sociology of leaks. Following a core meth-
odological strategy found in Arendt, namely to build out from situated events and
practices, we have used Cobra Mist as our case study. We identified three lessons
that can be drawn from Arendt and brought into the analysis of political secrecy,
lying, and deception. In concluding, we recap and expand upon these lessons,
while also highlighting certain ways we differ from Arendt on secrecy.

First, we stressed that Arendt’s analysis of secrecy operates on a wider historico-
philosophical field than most political studies of secrecy. She does not confine
herself to the horizon of contemporary liberal democracy. This allows her to cap-
ture specificities of secrecy under liberal democracy that would be otherwise taken
for granted. One such specificity was illustrated in this paper. It had to do with
the changing status of lying in politics. That political leaders would lie to their
people is not at all novel in the history of political rule. But Arendt alerts us to
the changing constellations of power and morality within which secrecy happens
and observes that one specific feature of modern political secrecy is the polit-
ician’s fear of being caught lying in public. What we learn from Arendt, and what
we illustrated with Cobra Mist, is that modern secrecy is not just about the tech-
niques invented to hide information from a public. For it also includes the extra-
ordinary work that goes into managing the risk of being caught or accused of
lying. We saw that decision-makers did not expect their secret to last forever. A
large part of their activity was therefore devoted to managing the risk of exposure
as well as the eventual transition to the truth. In sum, we need to move beyond
the simple image of secrecy as concealment and inquire of any situation what ra-
tionales and imperatives are being combined within a given art of secrecy.

Second, Arendt prompts us to ask of any context who are the specialists, and
what are the techniques that give form and effect to secrecy. In this article, we iden-
tified the practice of cover-storying. More specifically, we showed that with Cobra
Mist, officials regularly produced insider reports and memos about the shifting sta-
tus of the cover story and strategized new ways to re-convince an increasingly skep-
tical public to accept lies as truth. We also saw that these experts produced memos
to convince themselves that their cover story was still sound. In drawing attention to
these little devices, we have sought to generate a dynamic account of the art of se-
crecy and deception. While Arendt does emphasize contingency and the role of
practices, she pays little attention to the ongoing work of patching up and repairing
leaks. By contrast, our account of the art of secrecy opens room for scholars to in-
vestigate the everyday organizational work of secrecy and deception.

Third, we highlighted the fact that Arendt’s political thought is profoundly
shaped by the privileged role she accords to the event: the unexpected happening
that “irrupts into our beliefs” (Lefort 1988, 47) and challenges us to think. Let us
note here that the event has a double significance when it comes to the analysis
of secrecy. It provides not only a challenge to thought, but a surface upon which
new thought might crystallize. In the case of secrecy, the event also functions as a
condition of possibility for knowing about that which would otherwise be hidden,
namely secrecy. As we saw in her analysis of the Pentagon Papers, in addition to
Ellsberg’s whistleblowing, we came to know that the Pentagon was engaged in sys-
tematic deception about the war in Vietnam only because the intelligence services
just so happened to produce an independent, separate, and “astoundingly
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accurate factual” record (Arendt 1972, 14) of the situation on the ground. It was
due to the contingent fact of institutional division and perhaps conflict within the
security state that parallel but different productions of knowledge about the war
came into being. Our knowledge of the specificities of American secrecy with re-
gard to the Vietnam War rests on this contingency.

In this article, we argue that this observation about the relationship of events
and contingencies to the study of secrecy deserves its own name. We call it the
twist. In concluding this paper, we offer a few more reflections on the implica-
tions of the twist for methods of secrecy research. The image of the twist is used
to depict how secretive and deceptive operations not only become objects of pub-
lic scrutiny, but become intelligible in a way that lend themselves to scholarly ana-
lysis. Arendt was able to provide the commentary she did on deception in the
Pentagon Papers because there were two opposing accounts of the same war in
Vietnam. With Cobra Mist we have also benefited from a twist. But whereas in
Arendt’s study the twist takes the form of a disjuncture within a national state (be-
tween the American intelligence services and the security planners), in our case
of Cobra Mist differences emerged from the geopolitical alliance between the
British and Americans. In the early months, secrecy and lying in Cobra Mist were
barely discussed. The decision was made to use a cover story, a press release was
drafted and released that brought the cover story to life, and classification proto-
cols were followed by Cobra Mist employees to keep the site’s intentions secret.

But with time, secrecy became a more fully deliberated issue. One way leaks
and disagreements over the use of cover-storying helped generate a twist was by
forcing MoD and DoD officials to brainstorm strategies for the maintenance of se-
crecy. In our discussion of Cobra Mist, we have noted three: the inspired parlia-
mentary Q&A, the coopted journalist, and the calculated silence. Such strategies
would not have emerged or have been inscribed on paper were it not for the fail-
ure to keep secret information contained and for the failure of British and
American officials to agree when it came to matters related to the cover story. By
deliberating over the source and implications of the leak, government officials
transformed the ontology of secrecy from a taken-for-granted strategic resource to
a central subject matter that must be discussed, debated, and reconstructed in
practice. Calculated silence was one strategy MoD and DoD officials disagreed
over. The DoD recognized that the cover story had long ago been compromised
by the press, specialist journals, and investigative journalists, arguing instead that
the need for secrecy be partially lifted, whereas the MoD insisted on maintaining
the cover story to the end.

Thus, it was the failure of MoD and DoD actors to see eye-to-eye and the failure
to contain secret information that made the secrecy of Cobra Mist such rich em-
pirical subject matter. The MoD and DoD frequently debated and disagreed
about matters of information mismanagement and the need for secrecy. Such
contestations between the two national governments made the art of lying more
legible to us as researchers by transforming it into a more reflexive and debated
matter and by multiplying the paper trail. If leak is inevitable, as Arendt suggests
it is, then government actors who wish to remain secret must always be strategiz-
ing new ways of staying on top. The irony is that it is precisely the capacity to
prolong state secrecy, real or imagined, that renders it an ever more intelligible
subject for research in the form of a twist. A larger paper trail, unless destroyed or
otherwise permanently removed from the public record, means a greater wealth
of materials awaiting declassification in the archives. The paradox is that the
more secret-keepers deliberate secrecy, creating increasing volumes of secret
memos, debriefings, and meeting minutes on the art of deception, the more
potential there is for secret information to leak. It is therefore not secrecy and
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deception that IPS scholars must research, but more precisely their technical and
political limits which, in this case, took the form of a twist.
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