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Dear Readers,

We are proud to present this year’s annual edition of the Attaché Journal 
of International Affairs, Volume XXII. As the world continues to undergo 
multiple systemic changes and crises, understanding how states have sought 
to intervene in these events to shape history is increasingly important. 
Therefore, this year the Attaché has chosen to focus on intervention, 
whether it be military, political, regulatory, or economic. This annual 
edition explores a multitude of interventions across space and time, from 
expansionist American foreign policy at the turn of the twentieth century 
to transnational digital activism and hip hop during the Arab Spring, and 
tackles complex novel problems, including data governance and Canada’s 
position in relation to a rising China.

A special thanks must be given to the editors and authors that worked so 
diligently to prepare this selection of articles for publication. We are 
grateful for their efforts as well as their passion for the subject matter, which 
is reflected by the works in this edition of the Attaché. We hope you enjoy 
reading these articles as much as we did.

Sincerely,
Tessa Di Vizio and Emilo Ortelli,
Editors-in-Chief

L e t t e r  f r o m  t h e  E d i t o r s
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It is my great pleasure to welcome readers to this edition of The Attaché 
Journal of International Affairs. This year’s editorial team has worked to 
collect, edit, and present top-notch undergraduate scholarship in both print 
and with a new and exciting online format. This year’s volume focuses on 
intervention in its various guises, and including but not limited to military, 
political and economic. The pieces span the globe and chronology, ranging 
from the late 19th century to today and even the future.

While the journal is closely associated with the International Relations 
Program, it is, ultimately, the result of hard work and hard choices by 
students who retain full editorial control. The 2021-2022 editorial team has 
continued to live up to the high standards of the past, and to point the way 
for future students. The individual effort, the teamwork, the major research 
effort, and the diligent effort that has gone into critiquing and publishing this 
issue is representative of students building on their academic excellence to 
demonstrate impressive professional capabilities. To the editors and authors: 
well done; to the readers: enjoy!

Professor Timothy Andrews Sayle
Director of the International Relations Program

L e t t e r  f r o m  t h e 
I n t e r n a t i o n a l  R e l a t i o n s 

P r o g r a m  D i r e c t o r
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An Anal ysis  on American Foreign 
Polic y From 1898-1918

The Creation of an 
Indirect Empire: 

Christ ian Carlo D'Ambrosi
Christian Carlo D'Ambrosi is a third-year student majoring in 
International Relations and History and minoring in Italian. 
He has an interest in the study of great power ascendance, par-
ticularly in the context of the United States and China. He has 
also written extensively on topics surrounding Italian history, 
politics, and foreign policy.

Soon after the Spanish-American War, American politicians realized that 
direct colonization was a financial burden. Thus, rather than maintain 
traditional imperial models, the United States began to enable American 
corporations and banks to participate in their expansionist foreign policy. 
This form of expansionism was undertaken so that the United States could 
create an economic empire without assuming direct control of territories un-
der their influence. It began in earnest after the Spanish-American War and 
entered a period of brief respite upon American entry into World War One; 
therefore, the scope of the present analysis will be limited to the presidencies 
of William McKinley, William Taft, Theodore Roosevelt, and Woodrow 
Wilson. With the aforementioned constraints in mind, this paper contends 
that between 1898 and 1918, the United States established an indirect em-
pire using an expansionist foreign policy largely dictated by private economic 
interests that were underscored by America’s cultural values. This assertion 
will be proven by analyzing the imperial models tested by the United States 
after the Spanish-American War, the decisions behind the Open Door Policy 
with China, the privatization of foreign affairs under Dollar Diplomacy, and 
the reasoning behind American entry into World War One.



THE AT TACHÉ JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

8

Before establishing an indirect empire, the United States experimented with 
both traditional and indirect models. After the Spanish-American War 
concluded in 1898, the United States made several territorial acquisitions. 
Holdings such as Guam, Puerto Rico, Hawaii, and the Philippines were 
controlled under a traditional model of direct rule; however, Cuba stood as a 
lone exception. America’s public support for the Cuban invasion was largely 
predicated on the outrage surrounding Spanish General Valeriano Wey-
ler’s concentration camps, and once the war was over, President McKinley 
realized that “he must assist with the creation of a Cuban nation-state or risk 
electoral retribution.”1 This motivated him to instate indirect rule, and thus 
a comparison between the Philippines and Cuba can help gauge the results. 
McKinley believed that if the Philippines achieved self-government, “anarchy 
and bloodshed would follow in the wake of native ignorance and inability to 
govern,” and as a result, it was the United States’ duty to “uplift and civilize 
and Christianize them.”2 Instead, the United States asserted “naked domina-
tion over Filipinos…[which] was met with armed rebellion… and substantial 
domestic opposition.”3 Said rebellion was countered with legislation such as 
the 1901 Sedition Act,4 which barred all free speech, revoked basic human 
rights, and legalized the implementation of concentration camps and free-
fire zones. The resulting Filipino death toll was atrocious, and by the time the 
insurrection officially ended in 1902, the campaign’s terrible publicity and 
exhaustive military effort made it clear that direct occupations were far from 
ideal.5 

On the other hand, the Cuban model proved to be far superior. From 
1898 until 1900, the United States controlled the island through a series 
of military governors, but on June 16, 1900, they permitted free municipal 
elections. While Governor General Leonard Wood noted that these were 
a victory “for the extreme and revolutionary element, they nonetheless 

1 Joseph J Gonzalez, ““The cause of civilization”: The United States experience with nation -build-
ing in Cuba, 1898–1909,” PHD diss., (University of Michigan, 2002), 24, 34.
2 Mark Peceny, “A Constructivist Interpretation of the Liberal Peace: The Ambiguous Case of the 
Spanish-American War,” Journal of Peace Research 34, no. 4 (November 1997): 424.
3 Peceny, “A Constructivist Interpretation,” 424.
4 US Government, Act No. 292, November 4, 1901.
5 Peceny, “A Constructivist Interpretation,” 427.
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“demobilized the most dangerous opponents of US domination over Cuba.”6 
After this result, Wood began to instate educational reforms, develop medical 
facilities, and build infrastructure.7 These developments partially mitigated 
the damage from the Spanish-American War, but at the same time, “crops 
went unharvested, land unused, and perhaps worst of all, credit dried up… 
[and consequently] indebtedness had soared to two-thirds of total declared 
property in 1900.”8  This was a calculated move by Wood.  By ensuring that 
Cuba had a basic standard of living and level of infrastructure, he made Cuba 
an attractive place for American investment, but by not preventing Cuba’s 
indebted farmer class from selling their land at steeply discounted prices, he 
allowed American corporations to inexpensively develop industries on the 
island. Thus, when Cuba’s first national elections were held on December 31, 
1901, the island’s economy was firmly in the hands of American interests, 
and by 1902, Americans controlled “the commanding heights of the Cuban 
economy - sugar, tobacco, cattle, and most of all, the land that supported all 
three.”9 From then onwards, the United States continued to economically 
exploit a now stable Cuba without directly controlling its government. And 
while legislation such as the 1904 Platt Amendment allowed for “interven-
tion to maintain independence,” this relatively laissez-faire model was not 
only economically productive, but also proved to be more popular in the 
United States than the brutal Philippine occupation.10 Therefore, the success 
of Cuba highlighted the sustainability of indirect control and the beginning 
of a close relationship between American foreign policymakers and business 
interests.

While corporate America was thriving under the Cuban model, the econom-
ic potential of indirect control was simultaneously being proven in China. 
Throughout the nineteenth century, China made several territorial conces-
sions to large powers, and when China lost the Sino-Japanese War in 1895, 
Japan and Russia began to opportunistically expand their holdings.11 Since 
the United States did not control any territory in China, they feared that 
the continued breakup of this country into large spheres of influence would 
6 Gonzalez, “The Cause of Civilization,” 132; Peceny, “A Constructivist Interpretation,” 429.
7 Gonzalez, “The Cause of Civilization,” 135—139.
8 Gonzalez, “The Cause of Civilization,”140.
9 Gonzalez, “The Cause of Civilization,” 142.
10 US Government, The Platt Amendment, June 25, 1904. 
11 Bruce A. Elleman, International Competition in China, 1899-1991 (London: Routledge, 2015), 
17.



THE AT TACHÉ JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

10

hurt American trade and lead to severe political instability within China. 
Thus, policymakers scrambled to “assert and protect American rights without 
assuming a burdensome commitment to China.”12 By August of 1899, 
American diplomat William Rockhill and Secretary of State John Hay had 
officially crafted a strategy known as the Open Door Policy in order to do 
so.13 Sent as a series of letters to France, Germany, the United Kingdom, Italy, 
Japan, and Russia, this strategy advocated for a revamp of China’s current 
economic system. It proposed that while current colonial spheres of influence 
should be maintained, Chinese tariffs and transport fees should nonetheless 
be standardized for all nations within a given sphere.14 This neutralized the 
economic benefits of controlling a sphere of influence by removing preferen-
tial trade policies, and this disincentivized nations from expanding their ter-
ritorial holdings. While this would protect Chinese sovereignty by preventing 
further territorial concessions, the Open Door policy was not advantageous 
to countries that already had large holdings in China. Yet, by early 1900, all 
signatories had agreed largely because “no country was willing to offer the 
United States a gratuitous insult by rejecting the American request.”15 This 
decision was likely due to America’s increasing role as a global power, and 
it ultimately allowed American corporations to easily export their goods to 
China’s massive market. This policy proved that the United States’ economic 
expansion could be achieved without territorial control, thus further contrib-
uting to the growth of America’s indirect empire. 

Now that this basis was set, the principles used in Cuba and China were 
elevated into a foreign policy system known as Dollar Diplomacy. Put simply, 
this was the forceful extension of private financial services by the American 
government in order to ensure American control of foreign economies. The 
actors behind it worked through a tri-part system of government officials, 
private bankers, and corporate experts, with the end goal being to both “se-
cure [the] integration of new and potentially risky areas into U.S. economic 
and strategic systems” and “create a gold-backed dollar bloc, centered in New 

12 Elleman, International Competition in China, 10.
13 Elleman, International Competition in China, 15.
14 John Hay, John Hay to Andrew D. White, Correspondence With Germany, September 6, 1899, 
280. This info was taken from the letter by Secretary of State John Hay to America’s Ambassador 
in Germany Andrew D. White to communicate the terms Germany agreed to regarding the Open 
Door Policy.
15 Warren I. Cohen, America’s Response to China: A History of Sino-American Relations (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2019), 46.
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York, to rival the gold-backed pound sterling that dominated international 
trade.”16 In order to do so, the US foreign service began to legitimize its ex-
pansive policies under the 1904 Roosevelt Corollary. Created in the wake of 
both the 1902 bombardment of Venezuela by Italy and Germany to procure 
debt repayments and the avoidance of a similar episode in the Dominican 
Republic in 1904, it was essentially an extension of the Monroe Doctrine. 
The proclamation of the United States’ willingness to take on the role “of an 
international police power” in order to protect the sovereignty of countries in 
Central America, South America, and the Caribbean ensured that the United 
States would act to stop “territorial occupation in any shape” by European 
nations.17 It was with this doctrine in hand that the United States began to 
expand the practice of Dollar Diplomacy under the guise of promoting the 
sovereignty of recipient nations.

Beyond the Roosevelt Corollary, Dollar Diplomacy was able to occur largely 
thanks to the United States’ unique political underpinnings. Since the United 
States was a democracy, American foreign policymakers were largely behold-
en to the general population, the Congress, and the Senate, and within these 
bodies there existed a general belief in the anti-colonial doctrines that under-
scored the country’s founding. As such, while direct colonial takeovers were 
often met with nationalist sympathy in Europe, they faced obstinate con-
gressional obstruction and public indifference in the United States.18 These 
anti-imperialist attitudes were not shared by presidents McKinley, Roosevelt, 
Taft, or Wilson, and thus with the help of sympathetic politicians such as 
Elihu Root and Philander Knox and influential economists such as Edmund 
Kemmerer and Charles Conant, they stepped around democratic institutions 
by working with the private sector. This covert manner of diplomacy helped 
make the American empire indirect rather than direct, as despite the United 
States’ economic encroachment, they still had to maintain the integrity of 
foreign governments. 

16 Emily S. Rosenberg, Financial Missionaries to the World: The Politics and Culture of Dollar 
Diplomacy, 1900-1930 (Durham: Duke University, 2003), 3, 5.
17 Theodore Roosevelt, Roosevelt Corollary 1904, December 6, 1904.
18 Colin D Moore, American Imperialism and the State, 1893-1921 (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2017), 158.
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In a cultural sense, the incentive for such intimate cooperation between the 
private and public sectors can be attributed to the rise of corporate culture. 
As penned by Thomas F. O’Brien, American values, such as materialism 
and personal freedom, transformed the United States into “the first modern 
corporate society.” This type of society led Americans to “equate material and 
moral progress,” and under this framework, the most successful entities were 
wealthy corporations.19 Corporations expanded their material power through 
efficient production, and this not only incentivized the export of advanced 
technologies and work methods, but also spread the American values of indi-
vidualism, competitiveness, and productivity that supported them. This came 
at a stark cost, as corporate culture created repressive corporate structures 
that diminished community relations and values.20 In the United States, the 
rise in labour unions, anti-trust laws, and workers’ rights legislation gradually 
offset many of the worst downsides of corporate expansion. Yet, since most 
developing countries did not have such a robust set of protections in place, 
corporations were incentivized to outsource their operations to Dollar Diplo-
macy recipients at the expense of the workers who lived there.

But before this profitable exploitation could begin, a few economic condi-
tions had to change. Historically, bankers and business owners had shied 
away from developing countries since the lack of infrastructure and stable 
pro-American political regimes made them volatile and expensive places to 
do business. When President Roosevelt took power, he began to see the po-
tential of these developing countries, and thus decided to use America’s good 
financial state, its large army, and recently declared Roosevelt Corollary to 
expand American influence. In particular, his foreign service cooperated with 
the private sector in order to mitigate the risks of operating in developing 
countries with covert loan guarantees and military protection.21 These enabled 
corporations to follow the doctrine of corporate culture and expand both 
their businesses and American imperial interests into foreign states. 

When all of the aforementioned political, cultural, and economic conditions 
were set in place, Roosevelt began engaging in Dollar Diplomacy. Although 

19 Thomas F. O’Brien, The Revolutionary Mission: American Enterprise in Latin America, 1900-
1945 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 1, 3.
20 O’Brien, The Revolutionary Mission, 32.
21 Moore, American Imperialism, 18.
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implementation strategies varied, the policies used in the Dominican Re-
public served as an archetypical model.22 By the year 1904, the Dominican 
Republic was in serious financial trouble. Deeply in debt to European credi-
tors, the country faced an imminent threat of European military intervention, 
and given its proximity to the Panama Canal, this also threatened American 
interests. Thus, in order to save the country from bankruptcy, in 1906 the 
United States devised a convention where they would take over Dominican 
customs and agree to collect their debts. This guaranteed collection at the 
hands of corporate experts incentivized the investment banking house of 
Kuhn, Loeb and Co. to extend twenty million dollars in fifty-year bonds at 
a relatively high interest rate of 5 percent. Due to it preventing a territorial 
takeover, the agreement was ratified by the largely anti-imperialist Senate in 
1907, yet it did not take long for the United States to exploit the situation.23 
By asserting the legitimacy of the Dominican Government, the United States 
maintained a veneer of anti-imperialism, but due to both the guaranteed 
collection of debts and the influence of the financial advisors put into cus-
toms, the United States could pass virtually any economic policy it pleased. 
The system also gave the United States the flexibility of changing private 
partners without facing any significant losses. A prime example of this came 
in 1908, as after Kuhn, Loeb and Co. backed out of the Dominican Deal, the 
United States financed a similar agreement with the Morton Trust Company 
instead.24 This arrangement allowed American banks to benefit from high 
interest rates, American corporations to exploit these areas, and for the US 
dollar to see more widespread use in global trade. 

The triangular system of benefits proved to be so effective that it was adopted 
by the Taft administration in Liberia and Nicaragua in 1912. Like his 
predecessors, Taft would use anti-colonialism as a justification for Dollar 
Diplomacy. A prime example of this occurred in Liberia, which was targeted 
due to its historic connection with African Americans, its potential to secure 
the African American vote, and a series of territorial intrusions into the 
country by both France and Britain.25 During this era, Taft and his allies 

22 Rosenberg, Financial Missionaries to the World, 41.
23 Rosenberg, Financial Missionaries to the World, 42, 46.
24 Cyrus Veeser, A World Safe for Capitalism (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002),153.
25 Brian G. Shellum, African American Officers in Liberia (Lincoln: University of Nebraska, 
2018), 15-16.  
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expanded the legal technicalities and crafty financial arrangements necessary 
to dodge Congressional approval and extract more exorbitant profits. Like 
his predecessors, he ensured that Dollar Diplomacy was somewhat volun-
tary, as recipients would technically have to agree to American assistance. 
However, once Haiti became a Dollar Diplomacy holding in 1915 under the 
Wilson administration, the framework evolved to become more brutal. For 
example, the US Army conducted violent campaigns to wipe out Haiti’s local 
caco insurgency and used intimidation to suspend the “salaries to Haitian 
government officials until they agreed to give the United States a veto over 
all Haitian legislation.”26 This use of expanded control also occurred in other 
American holdings, with some of the most predatory arrangements including 
the extension of grants to Nicaragua in exchange for territorial and gover-
nance rights in 1916 and 1917, the instatement of American financial and 
military officials to the Liberian government in 1917, and the appointment 
of an American fiscal agent with supervision over Panama’s accounting and 
expenditures in 1918.27 Therefore, while not directly colonial, this increased 
acquisition of legal privileges in foreign countries allowed America to indi-
rectly control the economic conditions of countries across Central America, 
the Caribbean, and Africa.

However, the United States relied on European markets to make their Dollar 
Diplomacy enterprises profitable, and thus entry into World War One proved 
to be a strong opportunity to expand America’s indirect empire. While 
the United States was initially a neutral country, it showed clear economic 
favouritism, as is evident by its decision to loan about ten times more to the 
Allies than they did to the Central Powers between 1915 and 1917.28 While 
America’s physical proximity and historic relationship with England played a 
large role in this disparity, German submarine warfare soon began to solidify 
it. After a two-year pause in unrestricted submarine warfare between April of 
1915 and January of 1917, the Germans resumed the practice on February 1, 
1917, in an attempt to deal a decisive blow to the Allies. The resumption of 
submarine warfare was executed through Germany’s creation of war zones, 
which were areas where Germany would attack both neutral and belligerent 

26 Rosenberg, Financial Missionaries to the World, 92.
27 Rosenberg, Financial Missionaries to the World, 85-88.
28 Ashley Cox, Wilsonian Approaches to American Conflicts: From the War of 1812 to the First 
Gulf War (London and New York: Routledge, 2017), 44.

14
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ships, and it was this threat to American commerce that served as a casus 
belli to enter the Great War.29 However, the real motivations behind the entry 
were far less reactionary. For decades, the United States had grappled with 
Europe’s preferential treatment of colonial exports, so by joining the war, 
they hoped to take advantage of the damaged state of the European powers 
by pushing for an international policy of free trade and then “codifying it as 
part of the peace treaty.” However, “the United States could only influence 
this treaty as a combatant,” so by entering the war as a net creditor to the 
Allied nations and a source of large quantities of soldiers, the United States 
was then able to hold considerable sway over the negotiation of the Treaty of 
Versailles in 1918.30

In these negotiations, the economic motives of American participation in the 
war were made clear, as Wilson’s third point of his famous Fourteen Points 
asserted that the treaty should lead to “The removal, so far as possible, of all 
economic barriers and the establishment of an equality of trade conditions 
among all the nations.”31 While this aim went unrealized at Versailles, the 
United States’ strong financial position allowed it to take advantage of Eu-
rope’s disrupted markets. For example, while the United States exported just 
$490,540,401 in goods to the United Kingdom in 1911, that number had 
ballooned to $1,651,529,542 by 1920, indicating an increase by a multiple 
of about 3.37; at the same time, imports had grown from $210,046,240 in 
1911 to $435,582,247 in 1920, representing an increase by a much smaller 
multiple of about 2.07.32 In countries such as France and Italy, the pre-war 
versus post-war differentials were even more lopsided in the United States’ 
favour.33 Therefore, while American entry into World War One did not lead 
to the worldwide economic liberalization it had hoped for, it accelerated 
the American growth of European market share and terms of trade. This 
economic dominance allowed it to further fuel the demand for goods from 
its Dollar Diplomacy dependents, thus bolstering America’s now expansive 
indirect empire.

29 Justus D. Doenecke, Nothing Less Than War: A New History of America’s Entry into World 
War I (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2011), 280.
30 Cox, Wilsonian Approaches, 45.
31 Woodrow Wilson, Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points, January 8, 1918.
32 US Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 1920, (Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1921), 403.
33 US Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract 1920, 399-400.

14
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To conclude, the United States certainly had an empire. Yet, the consequenc-
es of the Spanish-American War ensured that it would become primarily 
economic rather than political in nature, and this theme would continue in 
China with the Open Door Policy, in Central America, Africa, and the Ca-
ribbean with Dollar Diplomacy, and ultimately in Europe with World War 
One. However, its realization through the indirect use of institutions such 
as banks and corporations was unprecedented and came largely as a result of 
the country’s corporate culture, the popular disdain for imperialism, and the 
economic potential of private partnerships. Therefore, while America’s growth 
of an indirect empire between 1898 and 1918 may have been unconvention-
al, it helped propel the country to incredible heights for the entirety of the 
twentieth century.
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Nation Building, Failed Integration, 
and the Greek-Turkish Population 
E xchange of  1923

"A Capitulation to 
Mankind's Worst 
Instincts"

Lara Hovagimian 
Lara Hovagimian is a fourth-year student studying History, 
Near and Middle Eastern Civilizations, and Political Science. 
She is interested in the histories of migration and collective 
violence, especially in the Middle East. Lara will continue 
studying these topics at McGill Law School in the fall. 

The Greek-Turkish population exchange was one of the final steps in the 
historical trend towards creating homogeneous populations in Greece and 
Turkey. Both Greek and Turkish nationalist historiographical narratives 
justify the population exchange by claiming that the Greek Orthodox and 
Muslim communities of Greece and Turkey could not live in security except 
in physical separation from the other. These narratives disregard centuries 
of coexistence between the two groups.1 They also ignore the heterogeneous 
natures of Greek Orthodox and Muslim communities to propagate myths of 
national unity and legitimize the ideological goals of both states’ ruling elites. 
This paper argues against the claims made in Greek and Turkish national 
histories by illustrating the history of coexistence between Greek Orthodox 
and Muslim communities and by demonstrating that the refugees were not 
being “repatriated,” but rather sent to lands that were often remote from their 
consciousness. It also argues that refugees’ inability to fully integrate into 

1 Bruce Clark, Twice a Stranger: The Mass Expulsions that Forged Modern Greece and Turkey 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2006), 172.



VOLUME XXII

1919

their (new) “homelands” can at least partially be attributed to the asymme-
try of the refugees’ identities with the identities imposed upon them by the 
Greek and Turkish nation-states.

The International Context of the Greek-Turkish Population 
Exchange

The idea that ethnic engineering could solve the problems of building a new 
world of nation-states became increasingly widespread on the international 
stage following the First World War. In the wake of the collapse of multieth-
nic empires, politicians and diplomats on a global scale were forced to grap-
ple with national independence movements coupled with cries of self-deter-
mination.2 This nascent world of self-determining nations placed populations, 
rather than merely borders or sovereign rulers, at the core of politics, resulting 
in the creation of an international system that prized the homogeneity of 
populations under the state.3 As sovereignty was perceived to be rooted in the 
nation, the nation-state was perceived to be the only viable, legitimate polity; 
by this logic, minority groups were seen as a source of conflict and instability. 
This commitment to the principle of “ethnic” nationalism was embraced by 
the politicians who drafted the “Convention Concerning the Exchange of 
Greek and Turkish Populations” in Lausanne, which stipulated the exchange 
of about 400,000 Muslims of Greek nationality (excluding the Muslim pop-
ulation of Western Thrace) established in Greece for about 1.5 million Greek 
Orthodox of Turkish nationality (excluding the Greek Orthodox population 
of Constantinople) established in Turkey.4

The Lausanne Convention was signed by representatives of Eleftherios Veni-
zelos’s Greek administration and Mustafa Kemal Atatürk’s new revolutionary 
Turkish administration on January 30, 1923.5 While many political actors 
resisted the logic of the exchange and denounced the idea as “a capitulation 
to mankind’s worst instincts”, both Greek and Turkish leaders embraced 

2 Laura Robson, States of Separation: Transfer, Partition, and the Making of the Modern Middle 
East (California: University of California Press, 2017), 7.
3 Eric D. Weitz, “From the Vienna to the Paris System: International Politics and the Entangled 
Histories of Human Rights, Forced Deportations, and Civilizing Missions,” American Historical 
Review 113, no. 5 (December 2008): 1315.
4 Onur Yıldırım, Diplomacy and Displacement: Reconsidering the Turco-Greek Exchange of 
Populations, 1922-1934 (New York: Routledge, 2006), 2-3.
5 Yıldırım, Diplomacy and Displacement, 2-3.
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the agreement; it legitimized, justified, and finalized the process of ethnic 
cleansing that had taken place in Greece and Asia Minor before, during, and 
after the First World War.6 The exchange, which was the largest forced reset-
tlement in history at the time, marked a significant break with the Ottoman 
past.7 The twentieth century had imposed its values upon an older imperial 
world, where many people still lacked the discursive means to territorialize 
identities and to think in terms of national “majorities” and “minorities.”8  In 
this new world of nation-states, “every state existed ‘for’ a particular ethnic 
group, and [in the Balkans and Turkey] the contours of that group were often 
defined in religious terms.” People who were born in the “wrong” place were 
forced into displacement by nation-states who claimed or refused to claim 
them based on narrow definitions of the state’s national identity.9 

The Population Exchange and Myths in Greek and Turkish National 
Historiography

Greeks and Turks have different interpretations of the population exchange, 
which has come to hold opposite meanings for each side. For Greece, the 
population exchange is seen as the symbol of a national failure, the Gre-
co-Turkish War of 1919 to 1922 or the “Asia Minor Catastrophe.” The war 
ended the Greek Orthodox presence in Anatolia and ended people’s hope 
in the Megali Idea (Great Idea) of a “Greater Greece.”10 The Greek narrative 
thus portrays the population exchange as a collective tragedy for the Greek 
people and the fate of Hellenism. It embraces anti-Turkish sentiments to 
construct a nationalistic discourse that “legitimate[s] the ideological goals 
of the ruling elite, among which the national and social homogeneity of the 
country was deemed to have primary importance.”11 Greek national histo-
riography thus omits the fact that Muslims lived in Greece, spoke Greek, and 
were very attached to their native soil.12 When Greek narratives do mention 
6 Mark Mazower, Salonica, City of Ghosts (New York: Vintage Books, 2006), 322; Robson, States 
of Separation, 73-75.
7 Mazower, Salonica, City of Ghosts, 331.
8 Biray Kolluoğlu, “Excesses of Nationalism: Greco-Turkish Population Exchange,” Nations and 
Nationalism 19, no.3 (2013): 546. 
9 Clark, Twice a Stranger, 157.
10 Renée Hirschon, “History, Memory and Emotion: The Long-Term Significance of the 1923 
Greco-Turkish Exchange of Populations,” in When Greeks and Turks Meet: Interdisciplinary 
Perspectives on the Relationship Since 1923, ed. Vally Lytra (New York: Routledge, 2016), 33.
11 Onur Yıldırım, “The 1923 Population Exchange, Refugees and National Historiographies in 
Greece and Turkey,” East European Quarterly 49, no.1 (Spring 2006): 49.
12 Clark, Twice a Stranger, 167.
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Muslims, they argue that Christian-Muslim relations were so incredibly 
hostile that neither community could live in security except in physical sepa-
ration from the other.13 

Greek national historiography has reduced the discussion of the population 
exchange to a one-sided appraisal for Greece. These sources have depicted 
the Greek state’s resettlement of about 1.5 million displaced individuals as a 
testament to the quality of its statecraft and the strength of Greek national 
unity. Greek sources have overlooked the discrimination that refugees from 
Asia Minor faced when they were settled in Greece. They have assumed that 
since the refugees were of the same ethnic origin as the local population, 
they were rapidly integrated into the existing social and national frame-
work. Greek nationalist historians have thus suppressed the distinct identity 
represented by the Greek Orthodox people from Asia Minor (who did not 
represent a monolithic community). This traditionalist view of Greek history 
continues to characterize the study of both the exchange and the refugees.14

Turkish national historians have subdued specific historical events such as the 
population exchange to the success story of the Turkish War of Independence 
and the establishment of the Turkish nation-state. The Greco-Turkish War 
is portrayed as one of many obstacles Turkish nationalists overcame to unify 
the Turkish nation. The population exchange is denied a place in Turkey’s 
official historical narrative in an effort to cut the refugees’ ties with their 
previous lives in the Balkans and foster the myth of a unified Turkish nation 
whose homeland is in Anatolia.15 While Turkish national historiography 
acknowledges that new citizens arrived from the Balkans in the early days 
of the Turkish Republic, the manner of their departure and their previous 
lives in the Balkans is largely ignored. Since the removal of Muslims from 
Greece took place with Mustafa Kemal Atatürk’s cooperation, lamenting the 
deportation is to “question the republic’s foundation story.”16 Thus, discussions 
of coexistence in Greece between Christian and Muslim communities could 
risk raising suspicions about the refugees’ loyalty to Turkey. Finally, a discus-
sion of the population exchange would require Turkish nationalist historians 
13 Clark, Twice a Stranger, 172.
14 Yıldırım, “The 1923 Population Exchange,” 54-56.
15 Yıldırım, “The 1923 Population Exchange,” 56-57.
16 Clark, Twice a Stranger, 167.
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to acknowledge that over 1.5 million people of the Greek Orthodox faith 
lived in Asia Minor. This would gravely undermine their ongoing campaign 
to assert the Turkish heritage of Anatolia’s population throughout history 
and uphold myths of Turkish ethnic homogeneity and national unity.17

Histories of Coexistence in Greece and Turkey
Traditional Ottoman society, with its mixture of fairness and discrimination, 
had allowed Christians and Muslims to coexist (although the modern states 
that had emerged from the Ottoman Empire would not).18 Christians and 
Muslims had a long history of coexistence in Asia Minor. Greek Orthodox 
communities were deeply connected to their homelands in Asia Minor, and 
many did not even want to move to Greece. While the social barrier between 
Greek Orthodox and Muslim communities was often high, it was not im-
permeable. Relationships were not perfectly harmonious, but cordial business 
relationships and personal friendships often transcended intercommunal 
divisions.19 Anthropologist Renée Hirschon’s study of Asia Minor refugees in 
Greece, for instance, notes that refugees often mentioned that they had lived 
peacefully with their Turkish neighbours.20 Mutual respect existed among dif-
ferent communities, especially in urban centres. Many refugees attributed the 
eventual hostilities between some Greek and Turkish communities in Asia 
Minor to interference by the “Great Powers.” The majority of refugees Hir-
schon cited in her study had come to a consensus regarding intercommunal 
violence in Asia Minor; they believed that “the politicians made [the Greeks 
and Turks] hate one another.” Metropolitan Greeks who did not have the 
experience of life in mixed communities were much more likely to express 
enmity towards Turks than the actual victims of Greco-Turkish conflicts of 
the early twentieth century. It is thus clear that animosity towards Turks is 
largely a product of life in the nation-state of Greece and an educational 
system that espouses a nationalistic teaching of history.21

Relations between Greek Orthodox and Muslim communities had deterio-
rated after the Greek defeat in 1922; Muslims’ fields and animals were often 
17 Yıldırım, “The 1923 Population Exchange,” 56-59.
18 Clark, Twice a Stranger, 107.
19 Clark, Twice a Stranger, 114-116, 172.
20 Renée Hirschon, Heirs of the Greek Catastrophe: The Social Life of Asia Minor Refugees in 
Piraeus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 29-30
21 Hirschon, Heirs of the Greek Catastrophe, 30.
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confiscated by the state for Christian refugees from Asia Minor. Venizelism, 
which became identified with Greek nationalism, had become quite popular 
among Greeks by the end of the war. Nevertheless, many Muslims remained 
deeply attached to their homelands and did not want to depart for Tur-
key. According to local Greek authorities at the time of the exchange, few 
Muslims actually wanted to leave Greece.22 Other sources corroborate this 
argument. The mufti of Langada appealed to the Lausanne Conference in 
January 1923, saying that “…we, Muslims, will never accept this exchange, 
and we declare that we are pleased with our Greek government.”23 The Times 
newspaper reported that most Muslims “will resort to every possible expe-
dient to avoid being sent away [to Turkey].”24 Such reports are unsurprising 
considering that until the forced population exchange of 1923, the majority 
of Muslim inhabitants of Salonika had withstood the threats of violence that 
accompanied the Balkan Wars. They ignored the calls of Turkish politicians 
and agents to move to the Ottoman Empire “for the good of the homeland.” 
The Muslims of Salonika and the rest of Greece (with the exception of those 
in Western Thrace) required a diplomatic agreement to leave the cities which 
many of them had considered their homelands.25 

The task of judging which populations were considered “Turkish nationals 
of the Greek Orthodox religion” or “Greek nationals of the Muslim religion” 
assumed that the division between Greek Orthodox and Muslim communi-
ties was simple and absolute.26 This was not the case, although the impression 
of a straightforward dichotomy was cultivated by the politicians who argued 
for the population exchange.27 Christian-Muslim syncretism was apparent in 
popular religious practice and tens of thousands of people in Asia Minor (es-
pecially in the Black Sea Region), now labelled “crypto-Christians,” were part 
of both the Christian and Muslim spheres. They appeared to be Muslim, but 
secretly practised Christian rites.28 Furthermore, due to the fairly fluid nature 
of communal boundaries, certain groups embraced cultural elements asso-
ciated with both Greek Orthodox and Muslims. For example, some former 
22 Mazower, Salonica, City of Ghosts, 323.
23 Clark, Twice a Stranger, 158.
24 Clark, Twice a Stranger, 158.
25 Mazower, Salonica, City of Ghosts, 331.
26 Robson, States of Separation, 75.
27 Clark, Twice a Stranger, 119.
28 Clark, Twice a Stranger, 116.
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members of Greek Orthodox communities converted to Islam while retain-
ing the Greek language.29 On the other hand, many Cappadocian Christians 
spoke Turkish but practised Greek Orthodoxy. Similarly, the Valaades of 
northern Greece spoke Greek but practised Islam (often while observing 
Christian fasts).30 To ask whether these communities were “really” Greek or 
“really” Turkish is to “pose an almost unanswerable question, given that the 
very words are now used in senses that did not…exist in the 19th century.”31 
Many communities clearly eluded easy definition on the Greek-Turkish 
spectrum. They were forced into displacement by Greek or Turkish officials 
who welcomed or deported them based on how they defined the state’s 
national identity. This asymmetry of people’s self-identities with the identities 
imposed upon them by the Greek and Turkish nation-states led people from 
both sides to feel excluded from the nations that claimed them.  

Failed Integration Following the Population Exchange
The grief of failed integration experienced by Greek Orthodox and Mus-
lim refugees has rarely found a place within Greek and Turkish national 
narratives.32 National histories have generally disregarded the dire conditions 
often faced by refugees because acknowledging these conditions would 
risk delegitimizing the ideological goals of the ruling elite of the time; it 
would also force historians to confront the fact that these refugees were not 
being “repatriated,” but rather sent to lands that were often remote from 
their consciousness.33 In Greece, for example, many refugees lived with the 
anticipation of an eventual return to their homelands in Asia Minor. They 
were not welcomed to Greece with support, but with exclusion, suspicion, 
and often economic exploitation.34 Local Greeks did not view them as “lost 
brothers and sisters,” but rather as foreigners and competitors for limited 
resources.35 They resented the fact that refugees received compensation for 
their properties in Asia Minor by being given Muslims’ properties in Greece 

29 Clark, Twice a Stranger, 124.
30 Clark, Twice a Stranger, 163.
31 Clark, Twice a Stranger, 102.
32 William Stroebel, “Distancing Disaster: Trauma, Medium, and Form in the Greco-Turkish War 
and Population Exchange,” Journal of Modern Greek Studies 32, no.2 (October 2014): 260. 
33 Yıldırım, “The 1923 Population Exchange,” 49.
34 Dimitra Giannuli, “Greeks or ‘Strangers at Home’: The Experiences of Ottoman Greek 
Refugees During Their Exodus to Greece, 1922-1923,” Journal of Modern Greek Studies 13, no.2 
(October 1995): 276.
35 Stroebel, “Distancing Disaster,” 260.
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(although this was not always carried out efficiently, and many refugees were 
not compensated).36 The refugees encountered prejudice, and assimilation 
was quite difficult. Many of them felt alienated from the dominant Greek 
culture, as they spoke Turkish, Laz, Pontian, or other dialects of Greek that 
were clearly different from the Greek spoken in Greece.37 Local Greeks often 
ostracized refugees with epithets such as “Turk spawn,” “baptized in yoghurt” 
or “Oriental.”38 One refugee even admitted: 

Here in Greece and particularly in this place we came to, things 
were more difficult than in Turkey; here they hated us even more, 
even though we had done nothing to them. At least the Turks 
hated us and fought us because we did the same thing to them.39

Refugees continued to yearn for their homelands for decades after the ex-
change. The population exchange was evidently experienced as a harsh exile, 
not “repatriation” as Greek historical accounts often claim.40 

Like their Greek counterparts, Muslim refugees in Turkey longed for the day 
that they would be able to return to the lands they had left behind because 
they were also treated like foreigners in their new “homelands.”41 Local Turks 
often labelled them “infidels” or “half infidels,” especially those who had 
engaged in Bektashi practices. The locals also discriminated against them be-
cause their mother tongue was often Rum (a non-standard form of Greek).42 
One refugee interviewed by Kemal Yalcın gives a sense of the atmosphere 
many refugees encountered: 

We did not know Turkish. Our mother tongue was Rum. In order 
to learn Turkish it would have been necessary to live among the 
local populace. But it was as if we had been cut off from the lives 
of [locals]… by a natural boundary. It was my first day at primary 
school. The teacher asked me a question. Not understanding what 
he [had] said, I answered in Rum…he blew his top. He jumped at 
me and shouted, “I spit on your face! What kind of Turk are you? 

36 Hirschon, Heirs of the Greek Catastrophe: The Social Life of Asia Minor Refugees in Piraeus, 
45.
37 Stroebel, “Distancing Disaster: Trauma, Medium, and Form in the Greco-Turkish War and 
Population Exchange,” 260.
38 Renée Hirschon, “Consequences of the Lausanne Convention: An Overview,” in Crossing the 
Aegean: An Appraisal of the 1923 Compulsory Population Exchange Between Greece and Turkey, 
ed. Renée Hirschon (New York and Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2003), 19.
39 Stroebel, “Distancing Disaster,” 260.
40 Filippidou, “The Impact of Forced Top-Down Nation Building on Conflict Resolution,” 153.
41 Mustafa Suphi Erden, “The Exchange of Greek and Turkish Populations in the 1920s and Its 
Socio-Economic Impacts on Life in Anatolia,” Crime, Law & Social Change 41 (2004): 270.
42 Kolluoğlu, “Excesses of Nationalism: Greco-Turkish Population Exchange,” 544.
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You do [not] even know Turkish!” He spat on my face.43

Ankara’s policies and attitudes fueled such language-related conflicts. News-
papers employed threatening language towards non-Turkish speaking citizens 
of Turkey, warning those speaking other languages that “Turks use Turkish 
on Turkish land.”44 The “Citizen Speak Turkish” campaign of the 1930s in-
creased the social and political pressure on refugees from Greece to abandon 
their mother tongues.45 The public use of languages other than Turkish were 
clearly deemed to be an assertion of a distinct identity that was unwelcome 
in the prevailing Kemalist ideology of nation building. Considering the dis-
crimination that refugees faced, it is unsurprising that intermarriage between 
the locals and refugees did not take place.46 Refugees preferred to marry 
within their communities, and cited “commonality of culture, traditions, and 
sometimes language” as factors influencing this decision. On the other hand, 
some locals refused to “give” their children to “infidels.”47 

Conclusion
The Greek-Turkish population exchange was evidently intended to legiti-
mize, justify, and finalize the process of ethnic cleansing that had taken place 
in Greece and Asia Minor in order to create homogeneous nation-states. 
While politicians often justified the population exchange by arguing that 
Greek Orthodox and Muslim communities could not coexist, it is clear that 
this was not the case. There was a rich history of coexistence between Greek 
Orthodox and Muslim communities in the Ottoman lands that became 
Greek and Turkey. It is therefore unsurprising that both communities gen-
erally resisted the exchange, and were willing to live among diverse groups 
of people in order to remain in their homelands. The refugees were clearly 
not being “repatriated,” but rather deported to lands they often deemed to be 
foreign and remote. Their inability to fully integrate into their new communi-
ties can thus at least partially be attributed to the asymmetry of the refugees’ 
identities with the identities that were imposed upon them by the Greek and 
Turkish nation-states.

43 Stroebel, “Distancing Disaster,” 260.
44 Kolluoğlu, “Excesses of Nationalism: Greco-Turkish Population Exchange,” 543.
45 Soner Çağaptay, Islam, Secularism and Nationalism in Modern Turkey: Who is a Turk? (New 
York: Routledge, 2006), 57-59.
46 Hirschon, “Consequences of the Lausanne Convention: An Overview,” 20.
47 Kolluoğlu, “Excesses of Nationalism: Greco-Turkish Population Exchange,” 544.
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In the early years of Lester Pearson’s premiership, Canada made a sustained 
effort to advise the United States against escalating the Vietnam War and to 
instead seek a diplomatic settlement. The Vietnam War continues to mar the 
legacy of US President Lyndon Johnson and stands to this day as an example 
of the dangers of overseas intervention. Canadian peace efforts, including a 
public speech on American soil by Pearson, failed to lead the United States 
away from intervention and instead culminated in one of the most dramat-
ic confrontations between a Canadian Prime Minister and an American 
President in the twentieth century. I argue that Canadian peace efforts failed 
due to the personal incompatibility of Lester Pearson and Lyndon Johnson. 
This essay utilizes Johnson’s recorded White House conversations from 1963 
to 1965 to provide a fresh insight into his relationship with Pearson. I first 
review the personalities of Pearson and Johnson and their early interactions. 
Secondly, I explore peace initiatives like the Seaborn mission. Thirdly, I ex-
plore how Pearson lost faith in Johnson personally and finally felt compelled 
to speak out publicly against his Vietnam intervention in April 1965. Finally, 
I explore how Johnson’s personality explains his poor reaction to Pearson’s 
speech, which ultimately doomed those peace efforts. Johnson’s personality 
led him to reject the opportunities provided by Canadian efforts to prevent 
the war’s escalation. His incompatibility with Pearson left the Prime Minister 
unable to influence American policy, which led to Pearson giving a speech 
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that enraged Johnson instead of persuading him.  

The historiography of Canadian involvement in the Vietnam War either 
emphasizes how Canada was involved in the war short of sending troops or 
highlights the efforts of Lester Pearson and Foreign Affairs Minister Paul 
Martin to pursue peace. Andrew Preston, in his article Balancing War and 
Peace, dubs this first category the ‘complicity thesis’ exemplified by works 
like Victor Levant’s Quiet Complicity and Ramesh Thakur’s Peacekeeping 
in Vietnam.1 John Boyko’s The Devil Trick echoes the ‘complicity thesis’ by 
exploring Canadian involvement in the International Control Commission 
(ICC), among other ties.2 The other approach, typified by Greg Donaghy’s 
Tolerant Allies and Grit: The Life and Politics of Paul Martin Sr. and John 
English’s biography of Lester Pearson, instead emphasizes Canadian peace 
efforts.3 In addition, recent American scholarship on the Vietnam War has 
sought to examine the role of emotion and psychology in the American esca-
lation in Vietnam. An example of this approach is Brian VanDeMark’s Road 
to Disaster.4 This paper seeks to expand on the aforementioned approach and 
re-examines the failure of Canadian peace efforts in Vietnam by exploring 
the personal relationship of Lester Pearson and Lyndon Johnson. 

In May 1963, newly-elected Canadian Prime Minister Lester B. Pearson 
travelled to Hyannis Port to meet with President John F. Kennedy. As 
Canadian Ambassador Charles Richie noted in his diary, their discussions 
were “tinged with euphoria...as companions [Kennedy and Pearson] are 
congenial - perhaps the Irish touch in both. They both enjoy the same style 
of humour. More important, they talk the same political language.”5 Donaghy 
argued that Pearson and Kennedy had a warm personal relationship, noting 
that “Pearson reflected the patrician, East coast establishment to which the 

1 Andrew Preston, “Balancing War and Peace: Canadian Foreign Policy and the Vietnam War, 
1961-1965,” Diplomatic History 27, no 1, ( January 2003): 74-8. 
2 John Boyko, The Devil’s Trick: How Canada fought the Vietnam War, (Toronto: Knopf, 2021).
3 Greg Donaghy, Tolerant Allies: Canada and the United States, 1963-1968, (Montreal & Kings-
ton: McGill Queen’s University Press, 2002); Greg Donaghy, Grit: The Life and Politics of Paul 
Martin Sr (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2015); John English, The Worldly Years: The Life of Lester 
Pearson, 1949-1972, (Toronto: Knopf, 2002).
4 Brian VanDeMark, Road to Disaster: A new history of America’s descent into Vietnam, (New 
York: Custom House, 2018).
5 Charles Ritchie, Storm Signals: More Undiplomatic Diaries 1962-1971, (Toronto: McClelland 
and Stewart, 1983), 43-4.



31

VOLUME XXII

President and his family had long aspired. Kennedy looked with admiration 
at Pearson’s Nobel Prize and envied his friendships with influential journal-
ists.”6 Pearson was insular and reserved, but, as a long-time diplomat before 
entering politics, he was able to be charming and funny. He merged this 
charm with a talent for compromise that made him a skilled and pragmatic 
diplomat.7 Pearson’s vision of diplomacy was a world managed by a profes-
sional diplomatic class who trusted and empathized with each other, coming 
together to privately solve problems. However, Robert Bothwell noted that 
this vision was dependent on diplomats who, while originating from dif-
ferent countries, all came from the same elite social circles; Pearson himself 
studied at Oxford.8 At their meeting in Hyannis Port, Pearson allegedly told 
Kennedy to abandon South Vietnam, the US ally in Southeast Asia coming 
under increasing pressure from the Communist North.9 But if Pearson and 
Kennedy marked a moment of a personality-driven US-Canadian alignment, 
that moment would soon end with Kennedy’s assassination on November 22, 
1963, and his replacement by Lyndon Baines Johnson. 

Johnson was a deeply insecure man who, despite his success, never felt 
comfortable among the elites in Washington. Pearson and Kennedy may have 
spoken the same language but Johnson did not. Among Kennedy and his 
well-educated advisors, or as Johnson called them, the ‘Harvards,’ Johnson 
was very aware that he grew up poor and went to Southwest Texas State 
Teachers College. He felt that Kennedy’s advisors looked down at him, which 
left him jealous and angry. Johnson’s biographer, Robert Caro, asked “Did 
something in [ Johnson’s] life...feel the anger was justified?...Did he himself 
feel like a hick - feel that there was a chasm dividing him from the Kenned-
ys, and that the ground on their side of the chasm was higher ground, ground 
to which, because of the circumstances of his youth, he could never climb?”10 
This insecurity would fuel a resentment that eventually harmed Johnson’s 
relationship with, among others, Lester Pearson. 

6 Ritchie, Storm Signals, 18.
7 Antony Anderson, The Diplomat: Lester Pearson and the Suez Crisis, (Fredericton: Goose Lane, 
2015), 25, 82
8 Robert Bothwell, “Pearson and Pearsonianism,” in Mike’s World, ed. Asa McKercher and Galen 
Robert Perras, (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2017), 28-9.
9 Donaghy, Tolerant Allies, 124.
10 Robert Caro, The Passage of Power, (New York: Vintage, 2012), 248.
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Johnson was a master politician, but his experience came from the US Senate 
and domestic politics. He had little international experience and feared that 
a disaster, like defeat in Vietnam, could stall his ambitious domestic agenda 
of Civil Rights legislation and Great Society reforms.11 Because of Johnson’s 
background, he always saw foreign policy through that domestic lens. For 
example, when Pearson called Johnson in December 1963 for help on a bill 
in Congress that Pearson argued would hurt Canadian lumber, Johnson’s re-
sponse was to invoke troublesome Senators as an excuse for his inaction. He 
sympathized with Pearson but saw the issue as a congressional issue rather 
than a trade one.12 Additionally, Johnson’s insecurity made him doubt that he 
knew more than his advisors about diplomacy, and he was, therefore, reluc-
tant to challenge them as they advised him to escalate in Vietnam.13 National 
Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy later summarized Johnson’s attitude 
towards his national security team as, “I’m going to show these guys I’m not 
a Texas provincial.”14 This insecurity and prioritization of domestic politics 
would push Johnson towards disaster in Vietnam and doom his relationship 
with Pearson.

Pearson and Johnson initially worked well together. When Ambassador 
Ritchie met Johnson at the airport in Washington following Kennedy’s as-
sassination, Johnson said “Pearson. Your Prime Minister. My best friend. Of 
all the heads of government, my best friend.”15 Pearson called Johnson several 
days after his landslide election victory in November 1964 and told him “I’ve 
been too late in telling you that you’ve carried Canada.” Johnson told him he 
could not be too late and commented that “as long as I had you as a friend, 
I had a lot of friends up there.” Pearson concluded by saying “Nice to think 
we’re going to work together.” The tone of their call was friendly but, notably, 
Johnson referred to Pearson throughout as ‘Lester,’ Pearson’s given name, 
and not ‘Mike,’ his nickname by which he was almost universally known.16 

11 VanDeMark, Road to Disaster, 204-8.
12 Telephone conversation # 775, sound recording, LBJ and LESTER PEARSON, 12/27/1963, 
12:07PM, Recordings and Transcripts of Telephone Conversations and Meetings, LBJ Presidential 
Library, accessed July 25, 2021, https://www.discoverlbj.org/item/tel-00775. 
13 VanDeMark, Road to Disaster, 207-9.
14 Quoted in VanDeMark, Road to Disaster, 207.
15 Quoted in Donaghy, Tolerant Allies, 37.
16 Telephone conversation # 6300, sound recording, LBJ and LESTER PEARSON, 11/8/1964, 
9:27PM, Recordings and Transcripts of Telephone Conversations and Meetings, LBJ Presidential 
Library, accessed July 25, 2021, https://www.discoverlbj.org/item/tel-06300. 
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This could mean that he was not as personally close to Pearson as their tone 
otherwise suggested. 

By summer 1964, Johnson faced a deteriorating military situation as South 
Vietnam came under increasing attack from Communist insurgents. The 
Johnson administration considered escalating attacks against North Viet-
nam, but Johnson neither wanted to escalate nor let South Vietnam fall 
before the November 1964 election.17 Faced with this challenge, the Johnson 
administration turned to Canada. Canada’s connection to Vietnam went back 
to the 1954 Geneva Accords that partitioned Vietnam following France’s 
withdrawal. Canada reluctantly served as the Western representative on the 
International Control Commission (ICC), the international body designed to 
implement that agreement.18 The Johnson administration trusted Canada, so 
when they needed a back-channel to North Vietnam, they chose the Canadi-
an ICC representative J. Blair Seaborn.19 

The back-channel was not a realistic medium for a peace deal. As Fredrik 
Logevall summarizes, “the emissary’s lone and essential purpose would be to 
issue a warning to his hosts: end the insurgency in the South or face certain 
punishment.”20 Johnson was secretive and manipulative, a lesson learned from 
the Senate.21 Accordingly, the US encouraged the Canadians to believe that 
Seaborn presented more of an opportunity for peace than he actually did. 
When Pearson met with Johnson in New York in May, Johnson sought to 
get Pearson’s agreement to use Seaborn by assuring him that the US wanted 
peace but also would not let North Vietnam attack the South unscathed. 
Pearson feared the war would expand, but Johnson promised to keep any 
potential expansion limited.22 Pearson agreed because he believed, as fit his 
private and pragmatic vision for diplomacy, that Canada should help and stay 
close to the US diplomatically to gain insight into their thinking. However, 
it is notable that, even at this early stage, Johnson did not treat the Seaborn 
mission as a serious chance to make peace and was already considering 
17 VanDeMark, Road to Disaster, 220-227.
18 Boyko, The Devil’s Trick, 16-19.
19 Fredrik Logevall, Choosing War: The Lost Chance for Peace and the Escalation of War in 
Vietnam, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 156.
20 Logevall, Choosing War, 155.
21 VanDeMark, Road to Disaster, 207.
22 Logevall, Choosing War, 156-8..
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escalation.23 

The US did not listen as Seaborn warned of North Vietnamese resistance 
and, weeks later, a report of attacks on American gunboats in the Gulf of 
Tonkin gave Johnson a chance to escalate the war. When Seaborn returned 
to North Vietnam, their only message was defiance.24 Preston concludes that 
the Seaborn mission marked a divergence of Canada-US strategy towards 
Vietnam, as the Johnson administration “began preparing a strategy for an 
expanded, but not open-ended, American war effort that included air strikes 
against North Vietnam. Canada moved in the opposite direction, begin-
ning a frantic and often disjointed search for a diplomatic solution.”25 This 
divergence can be traced back to Johnson’s emphasis on peace to Pearson in 
May. Hoping that he was genuine, while fearing the opposite, Pearson’s peace 
efforts would grow desperate and end in a collision between the two leaders.

In January 1965, Pearson and Martin travelled to Johnson’s Texas ranch to 
sign the Auto Pact. The trip would leave Pearson doubting Johnson. While 
the full history of the Auto Pact is outside the scope of this paper, it was an 
important agreement moving towards an integrated Canada-US auto mar-
ket.26 Dimitry Anastakis characterized the meeting as awkward in his history 
of the Auto Pact. Pearson wore a suit, while Johnson wore ranch clothes and 
forgot Pearson’s name. Anastakis described Pearson as “unimpressed by the 
informality of the setting and by the President’s actions.”27 Johnson drove a 
golf cart, drinking, swearing and once inviting the Prime Minister to join 
him as he urinated by the side of the road.28 Donaghy concluded that the visit 
left Pearson ‘rattled’ and led “him to question Johnson’s temperament and 
judgement.”29 As the war escalated, Pearson’s personal doubts in Johnson’s 
judgement underpinned his decisions.

As 1965 continued, the US war in Vietnam escalated while Pearson’s quiet 
diplomacy failed, leading him to abandon the strategy in favour of a more 
23  English, The Worldly Years, 359.
24 Andrew Preston, “Balancing War and Peace: Canadian Foreign Policy and the Vietnam War, 
1961-1965,” Diplomatic History 27, no 1, ( January 2003): 99-102
25 Andrew Preston, “Balancing War and Peace: Canadian Foreign Policy and the Vietnam War, 
1961-1965,” Diplomatic History 27, no 1, ( January 2003): 102.
26 Dimitry Anastakis, Auto pact: creating a borderless North American auto industry, 1960-1971, 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005), 91-3.
27 Anastakis, Auto pact, 93.
28 English, The Worldly Years, 360.
29 Donaghy, Grit, 231.
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public one. The Pearson government’s first response to American bombings 
was to try to assist the US diplomatically, but found little American interest 
in sending Seaborn to Hanoi again. In February 1965, attacks on the Ameri-
can base at Pleiku were soon followed by the beginning of Operation Rolling 
Thunder, a sustained bombing of North Vietnam. Pearson feared escalation, 
but on a call with Johnson, the President brushed off his concerns.30 Yet Pear-
son still supported quiet diplomacy and, when speaking on Vietnam publicly 
that month, he said “our official doubts about certain U.S. foreign policies 
should be expressed in private...rather than publicly by speeches.”31 He still 
believed that aiding the Americans privately was the better way to successful-
ly influence their policy. 

However, Pearson came under increasing pressure to abandon this position 
and speak publicly. Pearson even received calls to speak from UN Secre-
tary-General U Thant and American journalist Marquis Childs. They argued 
that a call for peace from Pearson, due to his stature and close alliance with 
the Americans, could reach Johnson, avoid a backlash, and potentially change 
his strategy.32 Donaghy claimed that one voice who urged Pearson to speak 
out was US Vice President Hubert Humphrey. However, Bothwell argued 
that Humphrey’s only role was to convey his own pessimism to Pearson 
about the Johnson administration’s decision to escalate their intervention.33 
With private efforts to prevent escalation failing, and colleagues convincing 
him it would work, Pearson abandoned quiet diplomacy and finally decided 
to speak publicly. It would all go disastrously wrong.  

By March 1965, Pearson had decided to publicly push for peace. Marcel 
Cadieux, a senior Canadian diplomat, came up with the idea of a pause in 
the American bombing to pursue peace talks. Pearson added this proposal 
to a speech he was scheduled to give at Temple University in Philadelphia, 
accepting a Peace Award.34 Shortly before the speech, the bombing of the US 

30 Donaghy, Tolerant Allies,126-129
31 Quoted in English, The Worldly Years, 361.
32 Donaghy, Tolerant Allies,126-129; Donaghy, Grit, 232.
33 Robert Bothwell, Alliance and Illusion, (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2007), 223-4; Donaghy, Grit, 
233. 
34 Brendan Kelly, “Lester B. Pearson’s Temple University Speech Revisited: The Origins and 
Evolution of the Proposal for a Bombing Pause,” American Review of Canadian Studies 47, no. 4 
(2017): 374.
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embassy in South Vietnam led Cadieux to suggest that Pearson soften the 
speech to avoid “a hostile reaction if not on the part of the audience then of 
the American press and administration.”35 Pearson did soften his message, 
but less than suggested.36 Martin, who was pursuing peace talks, was furious 
and threatened to resign. Martin’s concern was that Pearson was “going to 
discount our influence in Washington and your own forever. And you must 
not do that.”37 Despite these warnings, Pearson had lost faith both in his own 
ability to influence American policy and Johnson’s judgement. Therefore, he 
decided to speak. 

Pearson spoke on April 2, calling for a bombing halt. He said, “there does ap-
pear to be at least the possibility that a suspension of such air strikes against 
North Vietnam, at the right time, might provide [North Vietnam] with an 
opportunity [...] to inject some flexibility into their policy”38 and thereby 
pursue peace. 

But even this mild criticism was too much for Johnson. According to 
Ambassador Ritchie’s account of Pearson’s meeting with Johnson at Camp 
David the next day, when Pearson asked what Johnson thought of his speech, 
the President replied “awful.”39 When Pearson and Johnson talked, Johnson 
“sawed the air with his arms, with upraised fists he drove home the verbal 
hammer blows. He talked and talked...expostulating, upbraiding, reasoning, 
persuading. From time to time Mike attempted a sentence - only to have it 
swept away on the tide.”40 Johnson told Pearson, “It’s hard to sleep these days, 
I’m beginning to feel like a martyr; misunderstood, misjudged by friends 
at home and abroad. You don’t come here and piss on my rug.”41 Pearson 
recorded that Johnson’s complaint was that he “had joined the ranks of the 
domestic opponents...the ignorant Liberals, the ‘know nothing’ do gooders, 
etc. By doing so, I had made it more difficult. He didn’t expect that of me.”42 
Towards the end of their discussion, Ritchie noted that “the President strode 

35 Quoted in Kelly, “Lester B. Pearson’s Temple University Speech Revisited,” 375. 
36 Kelly, “Lester B. Pearson’s Temple University Speech Revisited,” 375-6.
37 Quoted in Donaghy, Grit, 233-4.
38 Quoted in Donaghy, Tolerant Allies, 130.
39 Ritchie, Storm Signals, 71.
40 Ritchie, Storm Signals, 71.
41 Quoted in English, The Worldly Years, 364.
42 Quoted in English, The Worldly Years, 363.
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up to [Pearson] and seized him by the lapel of his coat, at the same time 
raising his other arm to high heavens.”43 Soon after Pearson left Camp David, 
he recorded in his diary that “the crisis over Vietnam is going to be a great 
test for LBJ. I’m not now certain that he is going to be successful in meeting 
it.”44 Pearson had tried every way he could to communicate his concerns to 
Johnson and offer an alternative, but this only enraged the President further.  

Pearson’s speech marked the end of Canadian diplomatic efforts to halt 
the Vietnam War.  Following the Camp David incident, Pearson seemed 
resigned to his failure. However, Martin continued to pursue peace missions 
until June 1966 out of what Preston suggests was a “combination of politi-
cal ambition and a severe case of Nobel envy.”45 Johnson’s anger at Pearson 
chilled Canada-US relations for years afterwards and cost the Prime Minister 
his influence in Washington.46 What rests at the heart of this diplomatic 
disaster? The answer lies in the personality and emotions of Lester Pearson 
and Lyndon Johnson. 

Pearson’s speech, in some ways, marked a betrayal of the values that had 
made him such a successful diplomat. He had spent years as a master of 
resolving differences privately and pragmatically, yet he decided to publicly 
criticize US policy on American soil. It was reckless, but it was a recklessness 
driven by desperation. Pearson was skeptical of American involvement in 
Vietnam potentially as far back as 1963 but had no idea how to get through 
to Johnson. Pearson pursued every option he knew, aiding the back-channel 
Seaborn mission to North Vietnam and warning the President privately, but 
got nowhere. This desperation was worsened by a lack of faith in Johnson 
personally. As Pearson’s biographer John English noted, “Johnson was not 
Mike’s idea of what a President should be.”47 His decision to speak in Phil-
adelphia was informed by his encounter with Johnson at the ranch months 
earlier, which left him doubting Johnson’s judgement. Pearson was sure that 
Johnson was making a mistake and felt an obligation to help the US avoid 

43 Ritchie, Storm Signals, 72.
44 Quoted in English, The Worldly Years, 366-7.
45 Andrew Preston, “Balancing War and Peace: Canadian Foreign Policy and the Vietnam War, 
1961-1965,” Diplomatic History 27, no 1, ( January 2003): 108-9.
46 English, The Worldly Years, 366-9.
47 English, The Worldly Years, 366.
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it.48 Therefore, he betrayed quiet diplomacy and resorted to the only option 
left — a public speech.

Pearson may have seemed reckless but he truly thought his speech would 
work. He heard from Childs and others about the internal debates within 
the Johnson administration over Vietnam, and thought that his speech could 
help support the war’s critics while avoiding Johnson’s anger. He wanted to 
help, and his friends told him he could make a difference. Pearson’s softening 
of the speech was an attempt to avoid Johnson’s anger. A more minor reason 
for the speech was Pearson’s efforts to secure the political support of anti-war 
Canadians.49 Yet, if the speech were targeted at a Canadian audience, it could 
have been delivered in Canada. Pearson chose to deliver it on American soil 
because it was, in his words, “a constructive intervention, a piece of friendly 
advice from a good neighbour.”50 This effort to get through was why Pearson 
took the risk of not sending his speech to the White House ahead of time — 
he feared private disapproval would scuttle his public warning.51 The speech 
was designed both to affect US policy and to reach Johnson.

In that limited regard, the speech was a success as it did reach Johnson, but 
Johnson himself was the reason for its failure. The speech reached Johnson, 
but, instead of re-evaluating his policy, he was infuriated because he saw 
Pearson’s speech through a domestic political lens, felt personally betrayed, 
and found the speech arrogant due to his insecurity. 

Johnson now saw Pearson as a domestic political opponent. Pearson had 
inserted himself into a tense debate within the administration at the same 
time when there were external skeptics as well. Due to Johnson’s tendency 
to see foreign affairs through a domestic lens, he viewed Pearson’s speech as 
supporting his domestic opponents, which deeply angered him.52 Given that 
Johnson saw a link between success in Vietnam to the passing of his Great 
Society bills, he regarded Pearson’s proposal not just as a threat to his foreign 
policy but also to his beloved domestic agenda.53 Johnson’s tendency to view 

48 English, The Worldly Years, 366.
49 Donaghy, Tolerant Allies, 129.
50 Quoted in English, The Worldly Years, 366.
51 Donaghy, Tolerant Allies, 129.
52 English, The Worldly Years, 363-5.
53 VanDeMark, Road to Disaster, 204.
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Pearson’s speech through domestic politics was magnified due to the speech’s 
location. As Secretary of State Dean Rusk noted, Johnson held that “you do 
not create a political problem for the leader of another country in his home 
country […] it was really not what Mike Pearson said at Temple University, 
it was that he said it at Temple University.”54 In short, Johnson thought Pear-
son had intruded on his territory by entering domestic politics both because 
he saw Pearson aiding his political opponents and because he believed the 
speech’s location was unacceptable. 

However, understanding why Johnson’s reaction was so extreme requires a 
deeper explanation than domestic politics.  The reason lies in Johnson’s per-
ceptions of betrayal and arrogance. As discussed earlier, Pearson and Johnson 
had a productive relationship before the speech. Johnson had helped with the 
Auto Pact, trusted Canada with the Seaborn channel, and thought he had a 
good relationship with Pearson. With the speech, Johnson felt blindsided by 
Pearson’s criticism. As Johnson told Pearson above, he felt “misunderstood, 
misjudged by friends at home and abroad.”55 This feeling of betrayal was 
magnified by Johnson taking the criticism not as a policy critique but as a 
personal attack. On a recorded June 1965 call with Rusk, Johnson brought 
up Pearson amid a discussion of criticism of the war in the UK and said “I 
thought Lester Pearson did us a very unkind thing this morning… says that 
we ought to have a pause.”56 Pearson’s speech was in April, so Johnson was 
possibly referring to later British peace efforts that Pearson quietly backed.57 
But Johnson’s language, calling Pearson ‘unkind,’ shows that he took the 
criticism personally. He even referred to Pearson’s criticism as targeting ‘us,’ 
not drawing a separation between himself and his policy. He saw Pearson’s 
proposals not as a critique but as a personal betrayal. 

But the final reason for Johnson’s reaction was his personal insecurities. 
American accounts of the Camp David incident are limited, but several of 
Johnson’s recorded phone calls reveal his state of mind towards Pearson, 
including some rarely used before by historians. The most notable was a call 

54 Quoted in Peter Stursberg, Lester Pearson and the American dilemma, (Toronto: Doubleday, 
1980), 222-3.
55  Quoted in English, The Worldly Years, 364.
56 Telephone conversation # 8134, sound recording, LBJ and DEAN RUSK, 6/15/1965, 12:30PM, 
Recordings and Transcripts of Telephone Conversations and Meetings, LBJ Presidential Library, 
accessed July 26, 2021, https://www.discoverlbj.org/item/tel-08134.  
57 Andrew Preston, “Balancing War and Peace: Canadian Foreign Policy and the Vietnam War, 
1961-1965,” Diplomatic History 27, no 1, ( January 2003): 108-9.
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with the American Ambassador to the UN Arthur Goldberg in November 
1965, discussing British Prime Minister Harold Wilson’s announcement of 
a meeting with Johnson made without consulting Johnson. During the call, 
Johnson unpromptedly brought up Pearson and said “[Wilson] and Pear-
son, they’re both Rhodes Scholars. When you give a damn fellow a Rhodes 
Scholar, the first thing he does is get presumptuous and arrogant.”58 Ironically, 
neither Wilson nor Pearson were Rhodes Scholars, though they did both 
attend the University of Oxford. In this same call, months after the speech, 
Johnson remained angry at Pearson, commenting “that I just hope that 
[Wilson] doesn’t denounce like Pearson did at Philadelphia just before he 
comes to Camp David. He comes out and makes a hell of a speech, denounc-
ing, then comes up and spends the night with you.”59 Pearson was not the 
subject of the call, but Johnson apparently thought of him and then began to 
complain about him to Goldberg months after the speech. 

Johnson’s call with Goldberg echoes the President’s feelings of anger regard-
ing the location and sense of betrayal, but it also shows Johnson’s insecurity. 
Pearson, with his diplomatic experience and an Oxford degree, seemingly 
triggered Johnson’s doubts about his experience in international relations. 
Johnson had made his decision to escalate and now refused to consider that 
Pearson may know better. In Johnson’s eyes, Pearson became an arrogant elite 
talking down to him. His insecurity prevented him from listening to Pear-
son’s suggestions, leaving him enraged and dooming Pearson’s peace efforts. 
Preston notes that the speech “served to stiffen Johnson’s Vietnam policy, lest 
the president of the United States, particularly one as intensely insecure as 
LBJ, seem to be dictated to by a foreign leader.”60 Those feelings of insecurity 
remained his key association with Pearson’s diplomacy, not the advice he was 
trying to share.  

58 Telephone conversation # 9184, sound recording, LBJ and ARTHUR GOLDBERG, 
11/18/1965, 12:50PM, Recordings and Transcripts of Telephone Conversations and Meetings, LBJ 
Presidential Library, accessed July 30, 2021, https://www.discoverlbj.org/item/tel-09184.  
59 Telephone conversation # 9184, sound recording, LBJ and ARTHUR GOLDBERG, 
11/18/1965, 12:50PM, Recordings and Transcripts of Telephone Conversations and Meetings, LBJ 
Presidential Library, accessed July 30, 2021, https://www.discoverlbj.org/item/tel-09184.
60 Andrew Preston, “Balancing War and Peace: Canadian Foreign Policy and the Vietnam War, 
1961-1965,” Diplomatic History 27, no 1, ( January 2003): 107.
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Emotions and personality are key to understanding why Canadian peace 
efforts failed so dramatically during the Vietnam War. The present es-
say focuses on the role of emotions in dooming the peace efforts, but it is 
important to note that these efforts faced challenges beyond personality. A 
diplomatic solution to the Vietnam War was always going to be hard, but 
Lester Pearson was determined to find a peaceful solution to the conflict in 
Southeast Asia. He decided to speak about those efforts publicly, betraying 
his diplomatic philosophy, because he doubted Johnson’s judgement and 
handling of Vietnam due to their personal interactions. Pearson believed his 
speech would work; instead, it infuriated Johnson not only because he saw 
Pearson as a domestic opponent, but also because of his emotions. He felt 
both personally betrayed as well as insecure, fuelling his extreme reaction at 
Camp David which ended Canadian peace efforts.   
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In April 1994, the world stood idly by as eight hundred thousand Rwandan 
Tutsi’ were murdered in one of the most horrific genocides of the 20th cen-
tury.1 The Rwandan Genocide, and other humanitarian crises in the 1990s, 
a period dubbed the “golden age” of intervention, arose during a period of 
liberal internationalism towards humanitarian intervention. However, the 
United States and its allies did little to stop the Rwandan genocide and 
exercised an unorthodox response in Bosnia and Kosovo. Why was there a 
variation in humanitarian responses, despite liberal internationalist human-
itarian intervention policy? While there are many theoretical approaches 
to understand humanitarian intervention, this paper draws on realist and 
constructivist teachings to answer this question. 

This paper argues that despite a concerted effort to end mass atrocities in 
the 1990s, variation in intervention existed due to a normative structure that 
fulfills national self-interests of intervening states and a contestation between 

1 Samantha Power, A Problem from Hell: America and the Age of Genocide (New York: Basic 
Books, 2013), 334.  
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legality and legitimacy in the international world order. It is for those reasons 
that multilateral institutions like the UN and NATO have responded in 
unorthodox ways and sometimes, not intervened at all. The first part of this 
paper follows the historical development of humanitarian intervention in the 
post-1945 order and reasons for its complexity. Then, I explore the rela-
tionship between legality and legitimacy and argue that different concep-
tions of those terms are shaped by the geostrategic national interests of the 
intervening states. Using the interventions in Bosnia and Kosovo and the 
non-intervention in Rwanda, I posit that self-interest alone does not explain 
humanitarian intervention. Instead, the overlap between the normative struc-
tures of interventions and their interpretations makes this a complex global 
governance problem. 

In the nineteenth century, the early markings of modern rights existed only 
in pockets, largely in reaction to the various European, American and Asian 
revolutions of the time.2 And while these positive developments found homes 
in the intellectual circles of nineteenth-century Europe, dynastic rule contin-
ued to dominate.3 This acknowledgment of rights accompanied the concept 
of ‘humanitarian’ intervention to protect the rights of the common man.4 This 
idea remained malleable in European empires where national interests took 
precedence. Nineteenth-century and early-twentieth-century interventions 
had two important characteristics – they were largely unilateral, and they 
concerned the white, Christian populations of Europe and the Americas.5 
Notably, humanitarian intervention prior to the Holocaust was perceived as 
a sovereign right. Despite a global moral reaction to conduct future humani-
tarian intervention, the appetite for any sovereign infraction was low. At the 
Nuremberg Trials, prosecutor Sir Hartley Shawcross exclaimed that “absolute 
sovereignty in the old sense, very fortunately, is a thing of the past.”6 Sir 
Shawcross represented a growing school of thought that believed in adopting 

2Eric Weitz, A World Divided : The Global Struggle for Human Rights in the Age of Na-
tion-States, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2019), 13-14. 
3Weitz, A World Divided, 16. 
4 Brendan Simms and D.J.B. Trim,eds, Humanitarian Intervention: A History (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2011), 3. 
5 To be sure, these interventions concerned white populations both in the industrial and the colo-
nial world. European powers intervened in Sudan, Central America, the Spanish Empire and the 
Ottoman Empire in order to protect their ‘own’ populations there. See Brendan Simms and D.J.B. 
Trim,eds, Humanitarian Intervention: A History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011); 
Martha Finnemore, The Purpose of Intervention: Changing Beliefs About the Use of Force (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2003), 53.
6 Mark Swatek-Evenstein, A History of Humanitarian Intervention (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2020), 203. 
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international law that recognized the right to intervene humanitarianly when 
human suffering was too great. 

The creation of UN Peacekeeping forces (PKOs) in the 1950s had an import-
ant implication for humanitarian intervention – it centralized the authori-
zation for the use of force under the UN, specifically under the UN Security 
Council (UNSC) and by extension swayed intervention towards multilater-
alism. UN Secretary General Hammarskjöldian’s peacekeeping model relied 
on the consent of the intervened state but failed to define the purpose of the 
peacekeeping mission, often aggravating the situation further.7 By the 1990s, 
it became clear that humanitarian intervention had a criterion – it must be 
multilateral, UNSC authorized, and explicitly seeking to end a humanitarian 
disaster. Despite this international acceptance of some humanitarian inter-
vention, what intervention would be was never defined. As a result, interven-
tions in the 1990s didn’t always meet the aforementioned criteria. 
Realist thinkers hesitate to support humanitarian intervention where inter-
ests are not at stake. However, several interventions in the 1990s, namely in 
Bosnia and Kosovo, became geopolitical issues because they were human-
itarian ones. The prospect of an unstable state in Europe raised concerns 
about the security of the continent.8 It forced states to contend with the 
overlap between national interests and moral values. National interests alone 
do not explain 1990s intervention. Instead, a normative structure defined 
around multilateralism was created and interpreted in the lead up to NATO 
air strikes in Kosovo and the UN protectorate in Srebrenica. Despite the 
norm that intervention must be authorized by the UNSC, the United States 
argued that NATO’s actions had international legitimacy because it places 
states within the ‘international consensus’.9 In this argument, intervention is 
legitimate because it achieved their interpretive definition of international 
consensus, even if not following the international standard. Since like-mind-
ed Western states shared collective beliefs and norms towards humanitarian 
intervention, they could define what appropriate intervention was, particular-
ly so when national interests are at stake. Notedly, this clouds the motivations 
for intervention and by extension distorts the definitions they construct. 
Arguably, ‘shared values’ can appear as a façade for illegitimate action to suit 
7 Nadin, The Use of Force in UN Peacekeeping, 2, 101. 
8 Aidan Hehir, Kosovo, Intervention and Statebuilding the International Community and the 
Transition to Independence (London: Routledge, 2010), 19. 
9 Nicholas J. Wheeler, Saving Strangers Humanitarian Intervention in International Society (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 279. 
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national interests. It is for this reason that true ‘international consensus’ can-
not be achieved because Western shared values can contradict the national 
and shared values of non-Western states.10 

The humanitarian intervention in Bosnia and Kosovo demonstrates the ways 
in which powerful states can construct attitudes about a humanitarian inter-
vention – wherein their interests lied – and could then dictate the confines 
of the legitimacy-legality debate. It highlights the ‘might is right’ approach 
which can be bolstered when human suffering is covered by international 
media. Press coverage of Bosnians and Kosovars being killed pressured West-
ern governments into action. It is for this reason that some have argued that 
human suffering is a necessary condition for intervention.11 It is worth asking 
then, does the suffering need to have occurred before intervention is war-
ranted or is preemptive intervention necessary? Followed to its conclusion, 
that argument would say Western governments should have had a stronger 
response to the genocide in Rwanda. However, that the West did not inter-
vene in Rwanda lends validity to the argument that national interests must 
be at stake, despite human suffering. When national interests are understood 
as relational rather than structural, it demonstrates that the discussion about 
legitimacy versus legality limits power politics within a multilateralist social 
structure. That is, in the 1990s, liberal internationalism served the national 
interests of great powers like the U.S. but it required the acceptance of the 
legitimacy of the UN and other multilateral institutions. What was unfore-
seen is the potency of power politics which compounds the influence of large 
states particularly in the UNSC. That NATO could substitute the autho-
rization of the UN – the internationally accepted arbiter of such matters 
– complicates the cause of humanitarian intervention and gives suspicion to
states, like Russia and China, about the legitimacy of the UN. 

10 This, of course, is not without its exceptions. One useful empirical evaluation of the different val-
ue systems in different countries is the Inglehart-Welzel cultural map. They state that there are two 
main cross-cultural variations; traditional versus secular-rational values and survival versus self-ex-
pression values. Their 2020 map divides along those lines where ‘Catholic Europe’, ‘English-Speak-
ing’ and ‘Protestant Europe’ have similar values whereas the ‘African-Islamic’ and ‘Latin America’ 
cohorts are on a similar side of the spectrum. See Hussein Solomon and Arno Tausch. Islamism, 
Crisis and Democratization : Implications of the World Values Survey for the Muslim World, 
(Cham, Switzerland: Springer, 2020) and Ronald Inglehart, World Values Survey, 1981-1983, (Ann 
Arbor, Mich: Inter-university Consortium for Political Research, 1989).
11 Martin Binder, “Paths to Intervention: What Explains the UN’s Selective Response to Humani-
tarian Crises?” Journal of Peace Research 52, no. 6 (November 2015): 714.
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The Rwandan genocide in 1994 presented a case wherein national interests, 
shaped by popular support, superseded moral ones but where the social 
structures of intervention did not function. Following the US’s botched 
mission in Somalia in 1992-93, the Clinton Administration understood that 
intervention was politically and nationally unpopular and so it hesitated to 
label the genocide as such.12 This exemplified the importance of semantics as 
a way of defining behaviours and evoking government responses. Curiously, 
no state argued that intervention in Rwanda would be illegal or illegitimate, 
however the lack of national interest and agency to push for intervention 
prevented action. Where national interests did not lie, like in Rwanda, pro-
tecting non-nationals was not a priority – there was no incentive to present a 
case for Rwanda because the lack of press coverage made intervention appear 
contrary to national interests. France was the only nation to mount interven-
tion forces and in order to gain legitimacy for its actions, it called for UNSC 
authorization affirming multilateralism.13 France could conduct its interven-
tion because its own humanitarian movement had stronger support for inter-
vention than any other Western nations.14 It should be noted that Rwanda’s 
colonial past was rooted in French institutions and French Catholicism - in 
this way, one could construe that French national interests were at stake. 
Further, that national interests often depended on public support meant 
that humanitarian intervention faced the added complexity of garnering the 
support of intervening states’ citizens.15 Theoretical approaches undercut the 
individual criteria states set for themselves in global governance problems 
– the humanitarian intervention social structure required multilateralism
but where there was no popular support or national interests, there was little
incentive to intervene. The urgency required by humanitarian intervention
results in rushed or unsuccessful attempts at garnering national support, like
in Rwanda and Bosnia and Kosovo.

This paper’s approach does not posit that national interests or social struc-
tures shape the decision to intervene humanitarianly alone. Instead, it shows 
that the relational power structure between great powers and multilateral 

12 Power, A Problem from Hell, 293, 335.
13 Wheeler, Saving Strangers, 231.
14 Wheeler, Saving Strangers, 236.
15 J.J. Carney, Rwanda before the Genocide Catholic Politics and Ethnic Discourse in the Late 
Colonial Era, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 17. 
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organizations serves as a crutch for humanitarian crises. When, in the golden 
age of intervention, norms were set in place with respect for the legitimacy of 
the UN and its supreme legal authority for intervention, the relative strength 
of the United States and its allies allowed it to reconstruct its own legitima-
cy through NATO. In the same way, the lack of national interests deriving 
from national support for intervention prevented a response in Rwanda. 
Given the lack of supreme authority to interpret legal rules set in place in the 
1990s, decisions were made by relationally stronger states. This is the essence 
of humanitarian intervention complexity – the relationship between social 
structures and national interests as interpreted by the intervening states 
means that a single criteria is impossible. 

The complexity of humanitarian intervention lies in the varied interests and 
interpretations of the intervening states. Legitimacy versus legality is recon-
structed in a form created by states with national interests in the matter and 
often understood in strictly multilateral terms. This paper’s realist-construc-
tivist perspective explains the overlap between national interests and social 
structures. Where realism stresses the individual national-interests, it could 
not explain what necessitated multilateral action in Kosovo;where construc-
tivism focuses on the normative and social structures of international actors, 
it does not substantially interpret intervention. In practice, this approach 
advocates that great powers are required to agree on threats to international 
peace and security in order to cement the criteria for intervention. The prin-
ciple of the Responsibility to Protect is a positive step in isolating national 
interests from moral ones, but future guidance on humanitarian intervention 
must consider the effect of media coverage and national popular support. 
Until true multilateralism is achieved, where shared values are understood in 
similar terms, global governance issues like variation in humanitarian inter-
vention will continue to blur the lines between the rights of a sovereign state 
and the responsibilities of the international community.   
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From 01 to 22 March 2002, the US-led Coalition suffered, in hindsight, 
a major strategic blow to their overall military campaign in Afghanistan. 
Dubbed Operation ANACONDA, a combined joint task force (CTJF 
MOUNTAIN) of approximately 3,000 Coalition troops were deployed to 
the Shahi-Kot Valley to prevent a major Taliban and Al-Qaeda counter-
attack and capture or kill multiple High-Value Targets (HVTs), including 
Osama Bin-Laden. With the overwhelming application of military force that 
included air superiority and Intelligence Surveillance Target Acquisition and 
Reconnaissance (ISTAR) assets, ANACONDA was considered a coalition 
victory from a combat perspective, as Commanding General Tommy Franks 
declared the battle “an unqualified and complete success.”1However, sub-
sequent investigations by both internal channels and external media would 
uncover the truth behind the mission: that unreliable intelligence, coupled 
with poor application of military doctrine, lead to not only the unneces-
sary deaths of coalition troops, but failed to achieve multiple key strategic 
objectives. Though the coalition won the battle on the ground, it had failed to 
meet the primary commander’s intent behind the operation as all suspected 
HVTs escaped.

1 John Birmingham,  A Time for War: Australia as a Military Power. Black Inc., 2005, 14
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Throughout the initial invasion of Afghanistan, the coalition wielded dispro-
portionate force. Thus, Given CJTF MOUNTAIN’s superiority in firepower, 
training, intelligence and strategic level assets, how did they ultimately fail to 
adequately assess the enemy and properly integrate and apply their military 
doctrine in Operation ANACONDA? In this paper, I argue that institution-
al bias within the military and intelligence community (IC) created a poor 
intelligence collection plan that inaccurately assessed the battlespace in the 
Shahi-Kot Valley, which ultimately led to a strategy that was incongruent 
with the terrain and enemy. Subsequently, I will discuss whether ANACON-
DA could be considered an intelligence failure, as many military leaders had 
characterized the operation as an initial success. 

ANACONDA in Context
Less than 48 hours after the September 11 attacks, Washington had begun 
planning a full-scale military invasion of Afghanistan known as Opera-
tion Enduring Freedom (OEF).2 Though the Taliban government quickly 
collapsed after the invasion, the main strategic objectives justified in the casus 
belli to invade had not been achieved. Elements of Al-Qaeda and Taliban 
militias continued to persist, and Osama Bin Laden had not been captured. 
The latter was of utmost importance, as not only would his death or capture 
significantly affect enemy and friendly morale, but also strike a major blow 
in Al-Qaeda’s Command and Control (C2) capabilities to stage attacks in 
Afghanistan and abroad. Bin Laden was eventually tracked to Tora Bora in 
southern Afghanistan, where after an intense air bombardment and special 
forces raid, he escaped yet again to an unknown location. 

The failure to capture Bin Laden led to criticisms of CENTCOM, the strate-
gic level command responsible for C2 of OEF, for their inability to “close 
to deal” despite their overwhelming superiority in all spectrums of warfare.3 
Furthermore, they also received internal pressure from civilian leadership 
to finish the war as quickly as possible to illustrate a well-planned strong 
response to 9/11, as Al-Qaeda and other adversaries had come to view the 
US as a “paper tiger” in the post-Cold War era.4 
In early February 2002, the Coalition had an opportunity to rectify their 

2 Walter L. Perry and David Kassing, Toppling the Taliban: Air-Ground Operations in Afghani-
stan, October 2001–June 2002, RAND Corporation, 2015, http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.
ctt19jcgqv, 22.
3 Paul L. Hastert,  “Operation Anaconda: Perception Meets Reality in the Hills of Afghanistan,” 
Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 28, no. 1, (2005):14, DOI: 10.1080/10576100590524294.
4 Perry and Kassing, Toppling the Taliban, 17. 
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earlier failings in Tora Bora. A relentless aerial reconnaissance effort had 
uncovered large numbers of Al-Qaeda and Taliban fighters assembling in the 
Shahi-Kot Valley in the Gardez district of Southern Afghanistan. This mo-
bilization was significant, as, during the Soviet-Afghan War, the Mujahideen 
had also used this mountain range as a staging ground for a counteroffensive 
against the Soviets. Given its proximity to the Tora Bora caves and the Paki-
stan border, initial intelligence assessments believed that Osama Bin Laden, 
Taliban leader Mullah Mohammad Omar, and senior Haqqani Network 
commander Jalaluddin Haqqani were possibly present in the valley.5 With 
the possibility to kill or capture top HVTs and prevent a major Taliban and 
Al-Qaeda counteroffensive, the Coalition had a unique opportunity to bring 
about the end of Operation Enduring Freedom and the War in Afghani-
stan. Thus, On 01 March 2002, a multinational task force of 3,000 coalition 
troops (CJTF MOUNTAIN) would be deployed to the Shahi-Kot Valley on 
Operation ANACONDA.

ANACONDA’s Concept of Operations
Operation ANACONDA’s concept of operations (CONOP) was in many 
ways a textbook conventional battle that the United States had excelled in. 
First, a relentless bombing campaign using AC-130 gunships, fighter jets, 
and attack helicopters would obliterate most of the enemy force. On D-Day–
the day of initiation of attack–light infantry battalions (TF-Hammer) would 
then assault the valley and cordon off the area of operations (AO) to prevent 
the enemy from escaping. TF-Anvil, consisting of Coalition Special Forces 
troops supported by conventional elements and Afghan paramilitary, would 
then sweep the valley and clear the area of enemy combatants. This plan, 
known as “Hammer and Anvil,” was classic employment of US ground force 
doctrine, used repeatedly in conventional battles throughout the 20th century. 

On paper, CJTF MOUNTAIN faced a conventional threat. However, their 
doctrine was incongruent with the terrain and enemy. Furthermore, the 
pressure from civilian leaders and senior commanders to capture or neutral-
ize Osama Bin Laden and Al-Qaeda forces would lead to a hastily planned 
CONOP that would be reliant on poor intelligence. The institutional bias 
between branches, coalition nations, and the IC would lead to a breakdown 
5 Michael E. O’Hanlon, “A flawed masterpiece,” Foreign Affairs 81, no.3 (2002): 54. 
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in communications that would ultimately lead to the unnecessary deaths of 
allied troops. CJTF MOUNTAIN believed that it would be able to over-
whelm the enemy with their superior firepower and force, and thus, entered 
the Shahi-lot Valley unprepared for what was to come.
Institutional Bias: The Intelligence and Doctrinal Failures of ANACONDA

At various stages, both IC and military intelligence (MI) failed to paint an 
accurate picture of the battlespace. Reliable intelligence is essential in helping 
commanders determine the size and scope of an operation, and the inaccu-
rate intelligence picture led the ground task force to be confused and grossly 
unprepared for the upcoming battle.

 Firstly, the size of the enemy force was inaccurately assessed multiple times. 
Though all available ISTAR assets were used, the conventional troops 
nevertheless had a poor idea of the size, location, morale, and equipment of 
their adversaries - essentially going in blind.6 The initial intelligence estimate 
assessed a range of between 100-1,000 possible fighters, eventually coming 
to a consensus on 200-300 troops with small arms.7 In reality, there were 
upwards of 700 fighters in the valley, armed with mortars, artillery pieces, and 
high calibre and anti-armour static weapons.8 Furthermore, the intelligence 
underestimated enemy morale and willingness to fight. The operation was 
anticipated to last no longer than three days, as commanders believed that 
the aerial campaign followed by an aggressive ground assault would lead to 
Taliban and Al-Qaeda fighters to abandon their posts quickly, leading them 
to either surrender or be killed by the cordon force as they attempted to flee.9 
Instead, the fight persisted for a total of 18 days, with intense and sporadic 
firefights occurring throughout the two weeks of combat in various parts of 
the valley.

The factors behind the poor intelligence picture are twofold: an over-reliance 
on aerial reconnaissance, which in turn influenced an assessment based on 
relative (to the Coalition) capability. The decision to use this collection plan 
could be explained by two institutional bias hypotheses: the “organizational 
expertise hypothesis”, and “the capabilities thesis.” 
6 Richard L Kugler, Operation Anaconda in Afghanistan: a Case Study of Adaptation in Battle, 
(Washington, D.C.: Center for Technology and National Security Policy, 2007), 5.
7 Kugler, Operation Anaconda, 6. 
8 Kugler, Operation Anaconda, 7-8.
9 Kugler, Operation Anaconda, 7.
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The organizational expertise hypothesis is when “intelligence organizations 
[analyze] their adversary’s intentions through the prism of their relative 
expertise.”10 In the case of ANACONDA, CENTCOM relied on their 
expeditionary air assets as a primary source of information to analyze the 
adversary. Due to the low opportunity cost and risk associated with the use of 
airpower, an extensive survey of the Shahi-Kot Valley was conducted mainly 
using UAVs and reconnaissance fixed wing aircraft.11 However, these were 
ineffective sensors for this particular battle space, as the mountain ranges, 
cave complexes, and fog and weather effects prevented assets from getting 
low enough to generate accurate imagery and capture signals intelligence. The 
Human Intelligence (HUMINT) collection plan was also flawed, and relied 
on relative expertise. Though the CIA had robust experience in collecting, 
analyzing, and disseminating HUMINT, they  failed to adapt to the realities 
of the battlespace. The valley was sparsely populated, so handlers were forced 
to rely on unreliable sources who had complicated motivations due to the 
tribal nature of Afghan society.12 

Furthermore, the US command structure lacked the experience to carry out 
an operation on the scale of ANACONDA. CJTF MOUNTAIN encom-
passed troops from nine countries and all four branches of the US military. 
However, the command team only consisted of members of the US Army, 
and only three commanders had previous experience in multinational joint 
operations.13 Due to the diverse make-up of the task force, intelligence cells 
were unable to accurately track where friendly forces were in the bat-
tlespace–a gap that would prove to be disastrous almost immediately.14 This 
lack of perspicacity forced CENTCOM to rely on relative expertise to deter-
mine C2 of the mission, leading to inexperienced American army command-
ers coordinating fixed wing assets and communications with multinational 
forces. 

10 Keren Yarhi-Milo, “In the Eye of the Beholder: How Leaders and Intelligence Communities 
Assess the Intentions of Adversaries,” International Security 38, no. 1 ( July 2013): 15. 
11 O’Hanlon, “A flawed masterpiece,” 54.
12 Walter and Kassing, Toppling the Taliban, 42.
13 Benjamin S. Lambeth, Air Power Against Terror: America’s Conduct of Operation Enduring 
Freedom, 168.
14 Lester W. Grau, “The Coils of the Anaconda: America’s First Conventional Battle in Afghani-
stan,”  ProQuest Dissertations Publishing, 2009, 503-4.
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The poor assessment of enemy size, equipment, and disposition influenced 
analysts to apply the capabilities thesis theory to assess the morale of the 
enemy force. This theory “predicts that observers in a state will infer an 
adversary’s intentions from perceived trends in the level of the adversary’s 
military capabilities compared with its military capabilities.”15 Lacking in 
credible HUMINT sources and cultural awareness, CENTCOM falsely be-
lieved that the remnants of the Taliban and Al-Qaeda were  a poorly trained 
and equipped militia on the brink of collapse, and the “Hammer and Anvil” 
CONOP would lead to mass surrender due to the vast disparity in firepower. 
In reality, the adversary was well experienced, well armed, and motivated to 
fight. Bin Laden and his followers perceived the West to be a paper tiger, 
and saw the Coalition’s reliance on airpower as cowardice. In response to a 
1999 cruise missile attack, Bin Laden commented that “[American Army] 
members are too cowardly and too fearful to meet the young people of Islam 
face to face.”16 SFC Michael Peterson, a mortar team leader in Operation 
ANACONDA, would recall that “   I’ve fought amateurs before. That was in 
the Gulf. [Al Qaeda]were not amateurs. They knew what they were doing.”17

The Coils of ANACONDA: Fallout and Adaptation
Though multiple intelligence gaps were not addressed prior to D-Day, CJTF 
MOUNTAIN nevertheless felt confident to proceed with the operation, es-
pecially given the “need for speed” nature of OEF. The operation had already 
been delayed due to poor weather for two days, so by 02 March, it was now 
or never. The air campaign had already begun with the intense bombardment 
of the Shahi-Kot Valley, and it was time for TF HAMMER and ANVIL to 
cordon and assault the valley respectively. Almost immediately, the rami-
fications of ANACONDA’s poor planning resulted in casualties. The lack 
of experience in coordinating air and ground assets between multinational 
partners became apparent when an AC-130 gunship mistakenly identified 
TF-HAMMER’s convoy for the enemy and killed three US and Afghan 
soldiers in an act of accidental fratricide.18

Once CJTF MOUNTAIN engaged the enemy, they realized that they had 
15 Milo, “In the Eye of the Beholder: How Leaders and Intelligence Communities Assess the 
Intentions of Adversaries,” 15.
16 Perry and Kassing, Toppling the Taliban, 19.
17 Grau, “The Coils of the Anaconda: America’s First Conventional Battle in Afghanistan,” 245.
18 Grau, “The Coils of the Anaconda: America’s First Conventional Battle in Afghanistan,”  349.
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underestimated them. Five Apache helicopters arrived to provide air support, 
but were shot up from virtually all directions by small arms and RPGs, 
forcing them to return to base. As the ground forces began sweeping through 
the valley, they began to encounter fire from static 12.7mm machine-guns, 
mortars and even artillery - threats that were also unaccounted for in the 
intelligence assessment. Resistance was particularly fierce in the south, pre-
venting US troops from entering the valley.19 A paratrooper from the 101st 
Airborne recalled, “we jumped off the [helicopters] right into the middle of 
a hornet’s nest. Almost immediately, all personnel involved in the insertion 
attempt came under heavy machine gun and mortar fire.”20

The most well-known controversy to emerge from ANACONDA was the 
Battle of Takur Ghar, an elevation point in the Shahi-Kot Valley. A US 
special forces team consisting of Green Berets, Air Force combat controllers, 
and Navy SEALs were deployed to establish an observation post. Again, 
due to poor threat assessments, the US SOF troops came under intense fire 
immediately, leading to two helicopters being disabled and an immediate 
hasty retreat that left a USAF and SEAL operator abandoned on the ridge. 
Eventually, a Ranger Quick Reaction Force was deployed and relieved the 
SOF teams on Takur Ghar, but only after seven members were killed.21

On D-Day+3, CJTF MOUNTAIN had realized the true scope of their 
adversary. Their size was between 700-1000 and they were well prepared for 
their attack.22 Coalition troops were led directly into Al-Qaeda and Taliban 
kill zones and did not have the firepower on the ground to match an enemy 
of this scale.23 However, CJTF MOUNTAIN was able to quickly adapt to 
the situation and overcome the intelligence gaps of the mission. Reinforce-
ments steadily arrived with additional weapons such as mortars and machine 
guns, and continuous airstrikes were called once a target was spotted on the 
ground. All in all, over 800lbs of bombs were dropped during ANACONDA, 
with thousands of rounds expended by attack helicopters and AC-130 gun-
ships.24 By Day 10, major combat concluded as CJTF MOUNTAIN found a 
19 Kugler, Operation Anaconda, 15.
20 Lambeth, Air Power Against Terror, 184.
21 Garrett Grochowski,, “Planning for the next Takur Ghar,” Defense & Security Analysis 31, no.2 
(2015): 154-155, DOI: 10.1080/14751798.2015.1069490. 
22 Kugler, Operation Anaconda, 6.
23 Kugler, Operation Anaconda, 7.
24 Lambeth, Air Power Against Terror, 185.
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winning strategy to finish the remaining adversary forces. However, due to a 
lack of troops to successfully enforce the cordon, many believed that Osama 
Bin Laden and other key leaders were able to flee to Pakistan, thus failing 
once again to capture the 9/11 terrorist mastermind. 

Glass Half Full: An Intelligence Failure? 
Initially, ANACONDA was declared a major military success by CENT-
COM commander Tommy Franks. This was true from the tactical military 
perspective, as the coalition seemingly neutralized a large Taliban and 
Al-Qaeda counterattack. Thus, many could view ANACONDA as a “failure 
in perspective,” in which the alternative to the events in the Shahi-Kot Valley 
would’ve been far more disastrous.25 Furthermore, many scholars and analysts 
have commented that all available collection assets were employed to their 
fullest extent during the collection phase and that the inaccurate intelligence 
picture is just part of the “ambiguity of evidence” that all estimates provide.26 
Thus, even in hindsight, one could argue that Operation ANACONDA 
was not necessarily an intelligence failure, as they were constrained by limits 
outside of their control (i.e time, weather and terrain). 

Though many uncontrollable factors hindered the collection plan, it is 
evident that many institutional factors could’ve prevented almost all of the 
fatalities that occurred during Operation ANACONDA. Aside from the 
disastrous mission on Takur Ghar and the fratricide on D-Day, only one of 
the almost 1500 conventional forces in the valley were killed. Furthermore, 
political pressure from civilian leaders to demand a swift response led to a 
rushed intelligence preparation for the mission, and the institutional bias 
in believing that overwhelming firepower would be enough to crush enemy 
resolve was completely inaccurate. 

It is self-evident why Operation ANACONDA, after almost 20 years, 
remains a closely examined and studied operation in the realm of intelligence 
studies and military doctrine and tactics. Blinded by institutional biases, the 
collection plan painted a bleak intelligence picture of the battlespace, failing 
to account for the necessary resources needed to achieve the mission objec-
25 Richard K. Betts, “Analysis, War, and Decision: Why Intelligence Failures Are Inevitable,” 
World Politics 31 (1978): 63.
26 Betts, “Analysis, War, and Decision: Why Intelligence Failures Are Inevitable,”  41.
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tives. Coupled with overconfidence in conventional firepower and a “need for 
speed,” Operation ANACONDA would ultimately prove to be a total failure 
from an intelligence perspective, as the coalition missed a unique opportunity 
to bring about a swift end to OEF. 
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The Role of  Music in the Arab 
Uprising 

Loud Revolutions

Basmah Ramadan

Om Kalthoum, Fairuz, Hedi Jouini and Asmahan, to name a few, are leg-
endary artists that contributed a lot to Arab music. Classical Arabic music 
has had a noticeable impact on the Middle East. These songs were usually 
accompanied by a piano, a small orchestra or simply an oud. The presence of 
music in Arab history made it a tool of expression during the Arab uprisings 
in 2011. Although the new music relied on different genres, hip hop and 
rock, it provided the youth with a platform to demand change and freedom. 
While music played a significant role in 18 countries around the Middle 
East, this paper will focus solely on the mother of the revolutions, Tunisia, 
Egypt, and Sudan’ use of music.1 This paper will analyze and explore how 
songs impacted the revolution, the consequences that the artists faced and 
how the use of music gave the revolution an avenue to reach global attention. 

Revolutionary Artists and Their Songs
Emel Mathlouthi, a 22-year-old Tunisian star at the time, flew from Paris to 
join the revolution with the people of her country. She joined thousands of 
others in Avenue Habib Bourguiba demanding the overthrow of President 
Zine El Abidine Ben Ali.2 Mathlouthi was one of the only female artists 
1 James L. Gelvin, The New Middle East: What Everyone Needs to Know, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, Incorporated, 2017), 27.
2 Anastasia Tsioulcas, “Emel Mathlouthi Is the 21st Century’s Catalyst For Change,” NPR (NPR, 
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known for her songs about the revolution and for the role she played in gar-
nering support from the people. It was not common for female artists to take 
to the streets and sing about the revolution. However, her passion allowed 
her to speak the truth even when she was advised to maintain a neutral tone.3 
She is recognized as the voice of the revolution because of her song “Kelmti 
Horra” (My Word Is Free). Although the lyrics belong to the Tunisian poet 
Amine al-Ghozzi, it became her signature song.4 

The Arab Uprising saw large participation from youth and women. Mai 
and Koudouda note that women made “a substantial portion, and at times a 
majority, of participants.”5 However, when it came to artistic contributions, 
they did not play a significant role in Arab countries because not all women 
experience the same level of freedom to be politically active. Tunisia, on the 
other hand, is known for having more equitable laws that empower and pro-
tect women.6 “Kelmti Horra” became the song of revolution because it was 
able to vocalize the pain and realities of living under a tyrant and a dictator. 
The title of the song has a double meaning in which, as a protestor, her voice 
is free but also as a woman, she is free. In her song, she recognizes the signif-
icance of protestors by saying, “I am a thorn in the throat of the oppressor.”7 
This statement is powerful coming from a woman because they are usually 
seen as weak in society. The most powerful aspect about this song is the video 
of Mathlouthi singing on the streets surrounded by people who were smiling 
and nodding along with the words of the song. One is able to see the crowd 
smiling and singing along in pride showing support and solidarity with what 
is being said.8 Although it might not have been a song that was repeated or 
chanted during a protest, it nonetheless was able to connect with others.   
November 8, 2018), https://www.npr.org/2018/11/08/665200790/emel-mathlouthi-is-the-21st-
centurys-catalyst-for-change.
3 Olivia Cuthbert, “Tunisian Singer Emel Mathlouthi Breaks Away From World Music Stereo-
types - Al-Fanar Media,” Al, August 9, 2019, https://www.al-fanarmedia.org/2019/08/tunisian-
singer-emel-mathlouthi-breaks-away-from-world-music-stereotypes/. 
4 Tsioulcas, “Emel Mathlouthi Is the 21st Century’s Catalyst For Change.” 
5 Mai Hassan and Ahmed Kodouda, “Sudan’s Uprising: The Fall of a Dictator,” Journal of Democ-
racy 30, no. 4 (2019), 99.
6 Sahar Khamis, “Arab Women’s Feminism(s), Resistance(s), and Activism(s) within and beyond 
the ‘Arab Spring,’” The Routledge Handbook of Contemporary Feminism, 2019, 286.
7 Chris Gratien, “Amel Mathlouthi - My Word Is Free - Kelmti Horra,” Arabic Music Translation, 
January 1, 1970, http://www.arabicmusictranslation.com/2011/01/amel-mathlouthi-my-word-is-
free-kelmti.html. 
8 Emel Mathlouthi, “My Word Is Free,” March 25, 2011, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=6a77s097Qvw. 
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The second artist that contributed to Tunisia’s revolution was Hamada 
Ben-Amor, also known as El Général, was born in Sfax, Tunisia in 1989.9 
During the revolution, El Général was 22 years old and actively called 
out the government for their failure to financially support the youth and 
Tunisians. He is considered to be among the youth who were critical of the 
regime and got involved in fighting for change.10 As a rapper, El Général uti-
lized different forms to reach the public, allowing him to attract an audience 
from all around the world by utilizing other platforms to share his music 
through YouTube and MP3s.11 He became famous and received backlash 
from the regime after criticizing them in his song “Rais El Bled,” President 
of the Country.   

“Rais El Bled” was released in November 2010 on YouTube, and it soon 
became the inspiration for the young generation because it spoke about 
realities they were experiencing. El Général addresses corruption, lack of 
access to basic necessities and religion in his song. He equates the living 
conditions of Tunisian citizens to dogs, as citizens experienced lack of proper 
housing and food.12 Despite the low production of the music video when  the 
song was first produced, people focused only on  the words that were used 
to describe the situation. El Général expands into corruption by explaining 
how Tunisia was once a rich country of green, implying abundant resources, 
but that changed because of “direct robbery by force.”13 Although he does not 
name any of the authorities, his words are seen as a threat because he had the 
confidence and bravery to admit that people are aware of those who continue 
to rob the country for their personal gains. “Rais El Bled” was so effective 
and relatable to others that it was sung in Egypt’s Tahrir Square; a Square 
known for hosting major protests.14 People did not only view him as the voice 
of the Tunisian revolution, but the voice of the voiceless and the oppressed 
everywhere. 
9 Vivienne Walt, “El Général and the Rap Anthem of the Mideast Revolution,” Time (Time Inc., 
February 15, 2011), http://content.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,2049456,00.html. 
10 Aomar Boum, “5 Poets of the Revolutions: Authoritarians, Uprisings, and Rappers in North 
Africa, 1990s– Present,” The Contemporary Middle East in an Age of Upheaval, edited by James L. 
Gelvin, Redwood City: Stanford University Press, 2021, 96.
11  Boum, “5 Poets of the Revolutions,” 96.
12 El Général, “The Voice of Tunisia,” YouTube (English Subtitles) Last modified January 10, 
2011, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IeGlJ7OouR0&ab_channel=MichelangeloSevergnini.  
13 El Général, “The Voice of Tunisia.”
14 Walt, “El Général and the Rap Anthem of the Mideast Revolution.”
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The news of Tunisia’s Jasmine Revolution reached other Middle Eastern 
countries through media outlets and songs. Soon enough, Egyptians were 
demanding change too. Egyptians have had a rich history of music. However, 
the person named as the voice of revolution was far from the norm. Ramy 
Essam, born in Al-Mansoura, Egypt, chose to take on the revolution through 
rock, an imported genre in the Middle East.15 Although when he took the 
stage in Tahrir Square, it was only his guitar and his voice, he was able to 
attract a large following. 

In Egypt, makeshift stages were very popular. Tahrir Square was constantly 
buzzing with music and chants reaching thousands of people. This unity 
was because of all cultural institutions being shut down. These institutions 
did not support the revolution and, as a result, did not want to provide any 
aid to help spread the message across Egypt and to the world. For eighteen 
days, protestors relied on spontaneous artists, like Ramy Essam, who took the 
stage and used only their voices to make demands. While the government 
hoped that the closing of cultural institutions would stop the production 
of music, they were wrong. Robertson mentions that instead, spontaneous 
performances were more powerful and representative of the moments in 
Tahrir Square.16 The song that transformed Essam’s life and garnered the 
protestors was “Irhal”, Leave, aimed at Hosni Mubarak and the military. This 
song was performed in Tahrir Square with a lot of engagement because its 
lyrics were comprised of popular chants, including “Al shaab yurid isqat al 
nizam” which translates to, the people demand the overthrow of the regime. 
However, its musical association and presence on YouTube allowed it to reach 
far more people than those who joined on the streets. Furthermore, the song’s 
ability to change according to the situation also led to increased popularity. 
After the fall of Hosni Mubarak, Essam was able to change the lyrics from 
demanding the overthrow of Hosni Mubarak to urging the overthrow of 
the military regime (“yasqut Hosni Mubarak” to “yasqut hokm al-askar.”) 
This allowed the protestors to continue singing and demanding a more just 
transformation. 

15 “Ramy Essam.” Freemuse, March 21, 2013, https://web.archive.org/web/20170319184212/
http://freemuse.org:80/archives/1872.  
16Craig Robertson, “Whose Music, Whose Country? Music, Mobilization, and Social Change in 
North Africa,” African Conflict and Peacebuilding Review 5, no. 1 (2015), 77.
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Although the Sudanese revolution happened in 2019, Ayman Mao’s artistic 
contributions and advocacy have been present since the early 2010s. He has  
raised awareness and held the government accountable for its oppression 
through music. Mao has performed numerous songs calling out the regime 
for their work, and the punishment for that is severe. As a result, Mao 
self-imposed an exile on himself and currently resides in the United States 
because he feared for his life.17 This provided him with the opportunity to 
continue publishing songs that reached Sudan without dealing  with the 
negative consequences. His reggae style of music and lyrics allowed him to 
engage with the youth even thousands of kilometers away. Additionally, as an 
older artist, he was heavily involved with singing about other revolutions, in-
cluding Tunisia and Syria, showing support to protestors.18 During the 2019 
revolution, Mao travelled back to Sudan and performed during the sit-in 
protest where thousands of people sang and repeated his songs. Mao is most 
known for his song called “Dum,” Blood, where he questions the Sudanese 
government for their actions. 

In “Dum,” Mao sings,  “how much did they pay you? To turn it into blood”.19 
These lines emphasize the role of external parties getting involved in local 
affairs and call out President Al-Bashir for directly benefiting from shed-
ding blood in Sudan. These lyrics also highlight how violent the interactions 
between the government and protestors were. Mao refers to the government 
forces, Janjaweed, as thugs and calls them out for using live ammunition to 
suppress the revolution. Mao also notes, “I don’t carry a rifle,” which clearly 
outlines how the regime was responding to peaceful, unarmed protestors with 
violence.20

Moreover, Aomar Boum, a professor of Anthropology and Near East-
ern Languages and Cultures at the University of California, Los Angeles, 
17 “Meet Ayman Mao: Sudan’s Revolutionary Rapper.” SBS News, April 29, 2019, https://www.
sbs.com.au/news/meet-ayman-mao-sudan-s-revolutionary-rapper/55d7d943-3f0f-48a6-8b03-
e8e46b47829c.  
18 Isma’il Kushkush, “‘Blood,’ the Anthem of Sudan’s Revolution, Takes on New Meaning amid 
Violent Repression,” The Nation, June 4, 2019. 
19 Kushkush, “‘Blood,’ the Anthem of Sudan’s Revolution, Takes on New Meaning amid Violent 
Repression.” 
20 Kushkush, “‘Blood,’ the Anthem of Sudan’s Revolution, Takes on New Meaning amid Violent 
Repression.” 
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recognizes how the youth utilized the streets to demand a common goal. He 
explains how they made up a stadium out of nothing to provide the artists 
with the space to vocalize their concerns.21 Craig Robertson, who obtained 
a Ph.D. in Music Sociology from the University of Exeter and is currently 
the director of the Music for Healthy Lives Research and Practice Network, 
also solidifies this claim by mentioning the constant sound of music during 
the protests. He explains how protestors were always singing and facilitating 
space to artists.22 The ongoing noise of music and solidarity transformed the 
streets into a safe haven for many people. Boum notes that the artists began 
to refer to them as a place of refuge.23 It was a space that provided them with 
the opportunity to express themselves through new avenues and genres of 
music. The rising popularity and support of these artists showcased the sig-
nificant role that music played in vocalizing people’s concerns and reaching 
global attention with words that were previously suppressed out of fear.

Music and Censorship
A lot of avenues to express personal opinions and beliefs are censored in the 
Middle East. This includes movies, television shows, plays and even music. 
This censorship allows the government to maintain control in what is being 
disseminated  about the regime as well as avoiding political topics that might 
influence the young population. Although newspapers existed, the regimes 
would also censor what was published there. Prior to the use of social media, 
this censorship was effective because it was difficult for the citizens to know 
how free other countries were. However, with the rise of social media and 
communication platforms, it allowed artists to rely on different avenues to 
speak against the government and demand change. 
Notably, in Tunisia, Robertson outlines how music institutions are under 
the authority of the National Ministry of Culture. Through this ministry, 
they routinely check what is being produced and published and Robertson 
highlights that censorship can happen depending on the type of music being 
produced. He mentions that the Ministry  refuses to promote hip hop and 
rock to favour Arabic classical music.24 This showcases that censorship occurs 
21 Boum, “5 Poets of the Revolutions: Authoritarians, Uprisings, and Rappers in North Africa, 
1990s– Present,” 95.
22 Robertson, “Whose Music, Whose Country? Music, Mobilization, and Social Change in North 
Africa,” 67.
23 Boum, “5 Poets of the Revolutions: Authoritarians, Uprisings, and Rappers in North Africa, 
1990s– Present,” 95.
24 Robertson, “Whose Music, Whose Country? Music, Mobilization, and Social Change in North 
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even when the music does not impact the regime. Since hip hop and rock 
are associated with the West, this is an effort to limit Western influence. As 
a result of this censorship, young artists relied on other outlets to express 
themselves where the ministry could not stop them. The censorship of these 
genres put El Général in more spotlight. His choice of genre engaged a lot of 
youth, but it was not in accordance with what the ministry prefers. The fear 
of censorship can even be heard in El Général’s song when he says, “I see too 
much injustice and so I decided to send this message even though the people 
told me that my end is death.”25 This solidifies that people knew the conse-
quences but could no longer be silent in the face of aggression. 

Similar to how a ministry exists to censor artistic pieces in Tunisia, Egypt has 
a censorship law as well as an office with employees who oversee different av-
enues of production. In 1955, a censorship law was passed in Egypt that  pro-
hibited one to “distribute, rent and/or sell, by any means, directly or indirectly, 
any of audio or audio-video works without obtaining authorization from the 
Ministry of Culture.”26 This law allowed the Office of Censorship of Artistic 
Works to dictate and oversee everything produced in Egypt. The system 
in place gives authority to the office to reject or accept any work published 
under Egyptian entertainment.27 There is also punishment for those who try 
to go off script and/or submit work later changed when the film or show is 
produced. In 2011, General Mamdouh Shahin showcased the consequences 
by explaining that, “if anyone talks about something related to the Armed 
Forces—issues pertaining to the Armed Forces—without written approval 
from the command of the Armed Forces, then he has committed a crime and 
will be called before the military court.”28 This highlights how dangerous it is 
for one to express themselves. However, similar to Tunisia, a lot of youth were 
willing to take the risk as long as they got the message across. The availability 
of other avenues to produce gave the youth the chance to explore  freedom 
they had not felt because of the laws in place.
Additionally, in Sudan, censorship forced artists to flee their country. Ayman 
Mao is among many who decided to immigrate to the United States be-
cause their music was banned or censored when played on local radio. The 
Africa,” 80.
25 El Général, “The Voice of Tunisia.”
26 Egyptian Const., art 430, § 2. 
27 Lowell H. Schwartz, Dalia Dassa Kaye, and Jeffrey Martini, “Impact of the Arab Uprisings on 
Artistic Freedom: Egypt as a Case Study,” In Artists and the Arab Uprisings, 16.
28 Schwartz, Kaye, and Martini, “Impact of the Arab Uprisings on Artistic Freedom: Egypt as a 
Case Study,” 17.
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government banned any artist who sang about politics and artists like Mao 
and hip-hop group Nas Jeta, who did not want to stop advocating for change 
and new leadership.29 As a result, after leaving for  the United States, Mao 
began relying on social media to encourage the youth to speak up.30 Similar 
to Egypt and Tunisia, artists faced backlash if they remained in Sudan and 
spoke negatively about the system in place.       

The presence of censorship laws showcases that the regime is aware and crit-
ical of the media’s influence. Despite censorship, these artists performed and 
created songs that highlighted the regime’s injustices and oppression. This 
showcases the important role of social media and music in garnering local 
support and reaching global attention. 

Music and its Capabilities 
Acknowledging the role that music played for the Arab uprising is necessary 
as videos that spread around the world showcased that reality. However, one 
cannot help but wonder how effective this music was. Effectiveness can be 
measured by the consequences that the artists faced from their bravery and 
callout of the government. This can be used as a measurement because the 
involvement of the authorities to suppress their voices shows how effective 
and revolutionary the songs are. 

The Arab Uprising was recognized for being run and led by the youth. The 
genres of the music used and identified as the songs of the revolution reflect 
that. The use of hip hop and rock allowed the artists to directly engage with 
those on the streets. Their more direct and accusatory nature posed a threat 
to the governments which was seen as a threat. These genres have previously 
been censored by regimes because of their historical correlation to revolu-
tions. As a result, rejecting the regime through these genres was viewed as a 
very powerful tactic. Robertson recognizes how relying on hip hop and rock 
is  a form of resistance. He mentions how in Tunisia, hip hop developed with 
a link to resistance, especially through El Général’s work.31 He also stresses 

29 Naba Mohiedeen, “Banned Sudanese Musicians Celebrate New Year & New Sudan,” VOA 
(Banned Sudanese Musicians Celebrate New Year & New Sudan, January 8, 2020).
30 Spring Magazine, “‘I Was Protected by 2 Million People’: An Interview with Sudanese Reggae 
Artist, Ayman Mao,” Spring Magazine: Publication of Socialist Ideas in Action., November 6, 
2019. 
31 Robertson, “Whose Music, Whose Country? Music, Mobilization, and Social Change in North 
Africa,” 76.
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how this genre is associated with the youth because it is easy and cheap to 
produce. The simple access to this genre reflects the youth’s lack of resources 
and funding to produce professionally. It also showcases the youth’s rejection 
of the government and refusal to use their resources. Boum emphasizes that 
North African rappers chose to opt-out of financial help from the govern-
ment for their songs to be free from censorship and structures of “clientelism, 
patronage and corruption.”32 The rise of hip hop and rock genres at the time 
allowed the music to reach a wide audience of people who were struggling all 
around the world. The words and beats used “struck a chord with other angry 
youth, locally and globally.”33 This showcases that it was not only about the 
lyrics that allowed music to have a stronger role in the uprisings, but it was 
also the way of delivering it. 

For instance, in Egypt, Robertson mentions how Essam’s songs played a role 
in lifting morale and strengthening protesters.34 The consequences that Essam 
faced from singing “Irhal” in Tahrir Square showcases how the regime felt 
challenged and threatened.  He was arrested, beaten and tortured for hours.35 
Despite his experience, Essam returned to the Square and performed “Irhal.” 
However, since 2014 he has sought refuge in Sweden.36 Although he is not 
in Egypt, his advocacy has not stopped. Essam still has a large following 
and continues to produce new songs that shed light on the ongoing issues in 
Egypt. Essam’s contributions were so powerful that he received the Václav 
Havel International Prize for Creative Dissent by the Human Rights Foun-
dation in 2019.37 

Similar to Essam, Emel Mathlouthi was also internationally recognized 
for her contributions to the Tunisian revolution. Mathlouthi was invited to 

32 Boum, “5 Poets of the Revolutions: Authoritarians, Uprisings, and Rappers in North Africa, 
1990s– Present,” 103.
33 Robertson, “Whose Music, Whose Country? Music, Mobilization, and Social Change in North 
Africa,” 82.
34  Robertson, “Whose Music, Whose Country? Music, Mobilization, and Social Change in North 
Africa,” 78
35 Steve Inskeep, “Ramy Essam: The Singer of the Egyptian Revolution,” NPR (NPR, March 15, 
2011), https://www.npr.org/2011/03/15/134538629/ramy-esam-the-singer-of-the-egyptian-rev-
olution. 
36 Thomas-Johnson, Amandla. “Continuing Egypt’s Revolution from Exile: Ramy Essam and 
Ganzeer.” Middle East Eye, January 27, 2020, https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/ramy-es-
sam-and-ganzeer-continuing-egypts-revolution-exile.  
37 “Egyptian Musician in Exile.” Oslo Freedom Forum, 2019. https://oslofreedomforum.com/
talks/egyptian-musician-in-exile/.  
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perform “Kelmti Horra” in Oslo City Hall at the Nobel Peace Prize Cere-
mony. Her performance was significant because it was the first time in which 
an Arabic song was performed at this event. This highlights the reach that 
“Kelmti Horra” had not only in the Arab world but also internationally. This 
exemplifies how songs were able to reach global attention for their message 
and humanitarian demands. However, in order to pursue her dreams as an 
artist without censorship, Mathlouthi moved to Paris in 2013.38 

Furthermore, El Général was arrested on January 6, 2011, and released a 
couple of days later.39 This was after he released “Rais El Bled” and “Tunisia 
Our Country” and the regime felt vulnerable for his direct criticism. He was 
seen as a threat, and as a result, he was brought into questioning. During his 
time in jail, Hamada Ben-Amor was tortured and constantly asked who was 
pushing him to speak against the regime. However, once the public began 
demanding his release, that treatment changed.40 Ben-Amor explains how 
they started treating him like a celebrity. This showcases the power that his 
songs had on people that they rallied to protest his release. It also highlights 
how quickly Ben-Amor garnered support from the people that there were 
rallies that forced the government to return him home safely. 

While other artists left upon criticizing the regime, Ayman Mao had to leave 
Sudan in 2009. Despite the distance, Mao continued to highlight issues 
about the government and their oppression and reach a young audience in 
Sudan. He emphasizes that his goal was to “have some influence to try and 
reach the youth. You know, tell them, it’s not all about praising this govern-
ment, it’s not all about killing and oppression and all of that.”41 His influence 
became apparent during the sit-in protest in 2019, where over 2 million peo-
ple were present and engaging with his music. Although “Dum” was released 
in 2013, it did not become a relatable song to the youth until 2019, when 
they understood the lyrics and had experienced oppression themselves. 

38 Cuthbert, “Tunisian Singer Emel Mathlouthi Breaks Away From World Music Stereotypes - 
Al-Fanar Media.”
39 Yasmine Ryan, “Tunisia Arrests Bloggers and Rapper,” News | Al Jazeera. Al Jazeera, January 7, 
2011, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2011/1/7/tunisia-arrests-bloggers-and-rapper.  
40 Walt, “El Général and the Rap Anthem of the Mideast Revolution.” 
41 Spring Magazine, “‘I Was Protected by 2 Million People’.”
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Furthermore, the role of the youth is also reflected through the ages of the 
artists. The Egyptian and Tunisian artists were in their early 20s when they 
decided to put their life on the line. Their courage and perseverance to engage 
with the public and the world allowed them to record numerous songs and 
engage with protestors. In numerous videos, one can see Essam take over the 
stage and say that religious and ethnic divisions do not exist in Tahrir Square 
and that their goal is freedom and the overthrowing of a corrupt regime.42 
Although El Général did not get up on a stage to perform, he was one of the 
first to publicly call out the government for the way it was treating its people. 
Mathlouthi, on the other hand, got the opportunity to perform within the 
crowd of protestors and also on a stage. Although her performance on the 
stage was supposed to be neutral, she refused to be silent about the ongoing 
injustices.  

Music can be very flexible in the way it is used. Although hip hop and rap 
filled the streets, some artists also relied on traditional music to remind 
protestors of their history and help people reclaim their identity, away from 
a specific political party. 43 Robertson says, “music triggers a neurological 
and physiological response that is assigned emotional meaning by filtering 
through memories and identity as well as the present context to affect one’s 
current beliefs about the world.”44 The reviving of traditional music was seen 
especially in Egypt, where protesters were singing resistance songs from 
the 1956 Suez Crisis. Some popular songs by Sayyed Darwish that were 
claimed by the Egyptian government to neutralize them were taken back by 
the protestors and used for their original purpose. Robertson mentions how 
the Egyptian national anthem was first sung as anti-British sentiment, and 
protestors began chanting it on the streets.45 This was effective because the 
regime was able to further understand the demands of the people and how 
determined they were about overthrowing the regime. The common goal of 
fighting against oppressors allowed songs from the past to also resurface. 

42 Revolutionary Art: Ramy Essam and The Protest of Tahrir Square. YouTube. YouTube, 2013, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dgq2fbLKhYk&ab_channel=thefreedomtheatre.  
43 Dorian Lynskey, “Ramy Essam – The Voice of the Egyptian Uprising,” The Guardian. Guardian 
News and Media, July 19, 2011, https://www.theguardian.com/music/2011/jul/19/ramy-es-
sam-egypt-uprising-interview.  
44 Robertson, “Whose Music, Whose Country,” 71.
45 Robertson, “Whose Music, Whose Country,”  73-75.
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Although all countries are classified as North African countries that speak 
Arabic, their dialects are very different, which impacts their global reach. 
Due to the censorship laws in all the mentioned countries, YouTube became 
the main place where songs were uploaded and viewed by people worldwide. 
Contrary to popular beliefs, Tunisian songs reached a wider audience than 
Sudanese and Egyptian ones. By comparing YouTube viewers of each of the 
videos, El Général’s “Rais El Bled” reached a large audience of over five hun-
dred thousand people.46 In his video, a key aspect that expanded its reach was 
English subtitles. This allowed people from all around the world to under-
stand the struggles that Tunisians face under President Ben Ali. On the other 
hand, Sudanese and Egyptian revolution songs were sung in Arabic and 
translation was only provided after its popularity in the streets and around 
the Middle East. For example, after Essam left Egypt, he began to perform 
to a non-Arabic speaking audience, and he would translate the words to give 
them an idea of what he was saying. However, despite the lack of translation 
at the moment, it was still able to reach and inspire people around the world. 

Furthermore, these songs are timeless. It can be argued that these songs were 
named the songs of revolution for their prospective countries because they 
spoke the truth about past, present and possibly future experiences. Their 
selection of words was able to not only relate to the youth, but also to the 
older generations that have lived under the unjust regimes. For example, Al-
Bashir served as Sudan’s president for over 30 years. During his time, many 
generations were born and had to live under a regime that looked to only 
benefit itself. Mao is familiar with living under Al-Bashir’s rule and that is 
reflected in his song when he addresses oppression and neglect from the re-
gime to provide basic rights. Mao’s songs were widely played and repeated by 
different generations because they could all relate to the pain and oppression. 
Similarly, in Tunisia, being ruled by an undemocratic regime, many genera-
tions could relate to El Général when he says, “many people eat from garbage 
…. I am speaking in name of the people who are suffering and were put 
under the feet.”47 The music presented them with an avenue to fully express 
themselves despite potential consequences. However, by doing so, it created a 
sense of unity amongst protestors to demand a common goal, freedom. 

46 El Général, “The Voice of Tunisia.”
47 El Général, “The Voice of Tunisia.”
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Conclusion
Boum notes that “every social movement needs a messenger or soundtrack.”48 
These songs prove that this statement is accurate. It highlights that these art-
ists were able to vocalize people’s thoughts by risking their lives and standing 
up to regimes that have been in power for decades. The presence of music 
in the 2011 uprising showcased a new purpose for music. It was a tool that 
people could use to engage with the world and inform them about what was 
happening on the streets. 

The common experiences and relatability of all these songs showcased how 
music did not belong to one country, instead, the songs applied to all the 
revolutions. The comments and reactions to these songs at the time, and even 
now, highlight how corruption and pain are felt by many. While thousands of 
people are not on the street around the Middle East today, these songs will 
act as a reminder of what happened in 2011 and what could potentially hap-
pen in the future should people challenge the regime for change and freedom 
again.  

This paper allows one to understand that a song of revolution does not have 
to revolve around songs that were sung at protests. Rather they are songs 
that were able to share what millions of people were feeling and the ones 
that made Arabs and non-Arabs around the world understand their pain and 
garner support from them. The music industry continues to grow, and the 
platforms in which people can listen to them are readily available for anyone 
to use. Understanding that music can be used as a double-edged sword is true 
because in all three countries, censorship of media and art exists. However, 
that censorship did not stop people in 2011 from vocalizing their demands 
so why assume it will stand in their way in the future. It’s unclear whether 
or not this generation will live to see another wave of Arab uprising, but if it 
were to, based on the rise of economic instability and social media coverage, 
one can assume that music will play a much larger role than it did in 2011. 

48 Boum, “5 Poets of the Revolutions,” 95.
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Global migration has led to the development of “transnational authoritar-
ianism” that controls  dissent past nation-state borders, However, internet 
communication has also allowed for mobilization beyond nation-state 
boundaries.1 The Arab Spring was characterized by the unprecedented  use 
of social media in mobilizing popular protests and propelling the movements 
to global media. This essay will explore the extent to which social media was 
effective in creating long-term change, particularly in the case of the upris-
ings in Egypt and Syria, and the extent to which transnational activism can 
be effective given the rise of transnational repression. I argue that although 
social media provided short term benefits to the uprisings by rapidly and ef-
fectively connecting  people across the world, it fell short of facilitating long 
term change, as regimes adapted to social media techniques and have come 
to use them to undermine popular movements and forge new pathways for 
surveillance. While internet communication and social media can empow-
er grassroots activism, it can also be used to undermine it by facilitating 

1 Gerasimos Tsourapas, “Global Autocracies: Strategies of Transnational Repression, Legitimation, 
and Co-Optation in World Politics,” International Studies Review 23, no. 3 (September 2021): 
616, 621. https://doi.org/10.1093/isr/viaa061
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transnational repression and, paradoxically, extending the influence of the 
authoritarian state and instilling fear within the diaspora. 

First, the framework of transnational activism and repression will be outlined 
within the context of online communication and social media, followed 
by the relevance of diaspora activism and mobilization within the Arab upris-
ings. Wael Ghonim’s involvement in the Egyptian uprisings will be used as a 
central case study to trace the role of social media and diasporas in the Arab 
uprisings, and will demonstrate the short-term benefits of online com-
munication and technology. The benefits of transnational activism include 
enabling leaderless movements and popular mobilization. It also can be used 
to undermine state narratives and foster counter hegemonic narratives as it 
provides alternative sources for information dissemination. Finally, there will 
be an analysis of the rise of digital and transnational repression of transna-
tional activism as it provides new avenues of surveillance, strengthening the 
state security network. Transnational activism can be a source of destabilizing 
and undermining activist networks, facilitate physical repression and inhibit 
popular demonstrations. 

Diasporas as Political Entities
The emergence of diasporas as political entities can be traced back to the 
formation of nation-states in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
region during the late twentieth century.2 Diasporas form a distinct political 
and cultural imagined community with aspirations for an ideal homeland 
that are often expressed through  social media posts and campaigns as forms 
of transnational activism. Their role in political change is mainly non-vio-
lent, as the diaspora is often focused and more able to facilitate movements 
and acts of non-violence.3 Through increased international migration, their 
communities have grown, furthering the relevance of online communications. 
Social media posts provide alternative views to hegemonic discourses propa-
gated by mainstream media and provide direct insight into the experiences of 
those living under the regime.4 

2 Paolo Boccagni, Jean-Michel Lafleur, and Peggy Levitt, “Transnational politics as cultural 
circulation: Toward a conceptual understanding of migrant political participation on the move,” 
Mobilities 11, no. 3 (2016): 447.
3 Chafic Sarsar, Cedric D’Hondt, Maria Teresia Di Lenna, Ali al-Khulidi, and Suhail Taha, “The 
political participation of the diaspora of the Middle East and North Africa before and after the 
Arab uprisings,” Global Campus Human Rights Journal 3 (2019) 52-75.
4 Boccagni, Lafleur, and Levitt, “Transnational politics as cultural circulation,” 445, 453.
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Defining Transnational Repression
Dana Moss coined the term “transnational repression” to reflect the obstacles 
faced by the diaspora from authoritarian states following their emigration.5 
Prior to the emergence of social media, violent transnational oppression ex-
isted through assassinations operating out of national embassies, particularly 
throughout the 1980s and 90s under Gaddafi’s regime. Likewise, infor-
mants have long been planted in diaspora communities through university 
exchange programs and community and religious gatherings.6 Egypt has 
also maintained surveillance upon the diaspora through embassy employees 
tasked with participating in “lectures, events, and exhibitions on Egypt”.7  As 
technology has become more common and integrated, it has created “digital 
diasporas,” with online spaces and an imagined community where the diaspo-
ra can express its grievances. Modern pro-regime online actors serve three 
main functions: undermining online activism, threatening activists, and sur-
veilling activists operating outside; thus broadening the scope of the regime 
in tracking and countering dissent beyond the borders of the nation-state.8 
Transnational activism includes contributing to domestic mobilization as 
well as conducting demonstrations outside the home country. 

The Case of Wael Ghonim
Wael Ghonim was working at Google from Dubai, in the United Arab 
Emirates, when the Egyptian uprising was first developing, and Khaled 
Said’s corpse was left on the street in Egypt. His position at Google gave 
him more prominence and credibility as a public figure, and provided him 
with the knowledge and experiences to be digitally engaging. He played an 
instrumental role in starting the Facebook page “We are all Khaled Said” , 
which was used to spread awareness about police brutality and the lack of 
accountability towards the mechanisms of the state. The page provided an 
informal and accessible record of the widespread state-sanctioned violence 
and the absence of rule of law in Egypt. Ghonim came to Egypt to assist 
in the protests and was eventually imprisoned and tortured for eleven days. 
5 Dana Moss, “Transnational repression, diaspora mobilization, and the case of the Arab Spring,” 
Social Problems 63, no. 4 (2016): 482.
6 Moss, “Transnational repression, diaspora mobilization, and the case of the Arab Spring,” 485-
486.
7 Tsourapas, “Global Autocracies,” 623.
8 Dana Moss, “The ties that bind: Internet communication technologies, networked authoritarian-
ism, and ‘voice’ in the Syrian diaspora,” Globalizations 15, no. 2 (2018): 266, 271. 
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His release was credited to Google’s informal intervention on his behalf. 
This further propelled his online presence - he was featured on live television 
interviews and was photographed meeting Khaled Said’s mother.9 Follow-
ing the uprisings, Ghonim still faces limitations in re-entering Egypt at the 
risk of arrest. Additionally, his family faces repercussions for his activism. In 
November 2019, Ghonim’s brother was arrested by the police to intimidate 
Ghonim.10 Ghonim maintained that the arrest was politically motivated, as it 
was made days after he refused to comply with an order to “stay silent” while 
he was in the United States. Despite these forms of intimidation, Ghonim 
has published Revolution 2.0, relating his experiences of the Egyptian upris-
ing, and  he has remained active from outside of Egypt.11 

Online platforms enable leaderless movements to gain momentum and 
eventually mobilize. Ghonim’s case highlights the internet’s role as a medium 
for the “first spark of change” in the revolutions, demonstrating its role in ini-
tiation rather than as a force of ongoing change.12 After realizing that the dis-
course on the initial Facebook page was unproductive in elevating Said’s case 
to the “mainstream” feed as it focused on criticizing  the regime, he decided 
to create a second page called “We are all Khaled Said”. To him, it embod-
ied the frustration felt  in knowing what happened to Said could happen to 
any Egyptian including himself because of the free reign of security officers. 
Ghonim purposefully attempted to maintain anonymity as  administrator 
of the page, which illustrates the role of social media in enabling leaderless 
movements. 

Activism on social media has been characterized by efforts to make politics 
relatable and relevant. According to Ghonim, the media ignored the initial 
protests the page called for which resulted in mass arrests. Thus the Facebook 
page’s role evolved to shedding light on the state’s violations in the “physical 
world” through the “virtual world”. He wrote in first person in an effort to 

9 Wael Ghonim, Revolution 2.0: The power of the people is greater than the people in power: A 
memoir (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt: 2012): 15, 20.
10 Wael Ghonim (@ghonim), “#savehazem My brother has been kidnapped by the Egyptian re-
gime. He has is an apolitical person. I received a threat yesterday from the Embassy in Washington 
and when I rejected their offer. My brother got arrested. I am not going to back out. Please help me 
deal with those thugs,” Twitter post, September 2019, 1:42 PM, https://twitter.com/ghonim/status/
1174740611972255744?lang=en.
11 Tsourapas, “Global Autocracies,” 628.  
12 Ghonim, Revolution 2.0, 51. 
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embody the perspective of Khaled Said as a victim of the regime. He avoided 
using fusha Arabic with words such as nizam, opting for informal Arabic and 
the Egyptian dialect to make the page relatable and personal.13 Although the 
page was not effective in initially drawing crowds for popular demonstra-
tions, its strength was in rapidly spreading awareness and cultivating popular 
support. 

Cyberactivism can promote further inclusion into politics and expand 
popular mobilization. The Facebook page was distinct from other political 
mobilization efforts because unlike the Muslim Brotherhood and the April 6 
movement, it mobilized youth who had not been politically active before. It 
is a more accessible form of political commentary. The visual documentation 
of the police brutality against Khaled Said motivated the politically inactive 
to cross the line into political activism - this became the final straw, a picture 
they could not ignore.14 Ghonim emphasizes that technology provides an 
empowering pathway for participatory democracy. Despite the efforts of gov-
ernments to block and censor criticism, technology nonetheless remains as a 
way to connect the masses and shed light on corruption and oppression.15  

Posting on Facebook allowed people to control their narratives ahead of the 
state and state-controlled media, while circumventing officers’ interference in 
individual privacy.  Consequently, online platforms can be used to shed light 
onto the pleas of the popular movements and promote associated events. 
For example, the Facebook page was effective in countering attempts by the 
regime to discredit and smear Said with claims of possession of marijuana by 
spreading false witness testimonies.16 Furthermore, Facebook allowed people 
to message officers, forming an unprecedented pathway of communication.17 
Each of these small steps taken by people online served to break barriers to 
activism, challenging the regime by creating new ways to vocalize criticism 
and control the narrative. This was especially critical in building up to the 
“Jan25” protest in Egypt, when the page put a spotlight on photographed 
state violence leading to photographers protesting  under the slogan: “the 

13 Ghonim, Revolution 2.0, 59-63.
14 Ghonim, Revolution 2.0, 68, 80.
15 Ghonim, Revolution 2.0, 269, 293.
16 Ghonim, Revolution 2.0, 66.
17 Ghonim, Revolution 2.0, 101.
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camera is my weapon”. At the protests, the regime became more concerned 
with protecting its public image through the treatment of protestors, at-
tempting to avoid photographs and videos of violence against protestors. The 
January 25 protests demonstrate the emergence of photography as a powerful 
medium for resistance, providing another means to document and facilitate 
counter-hegemonic narratives and mobilize masses. 

It is important to recognize that the popular influence of social media can 
be limited both in the number of those reached and the amount of time for 
which it impacts relevant actors. As the January 25 protests escalated, au-
thorities acted with less restraint - the cameras only momentarily served as a 
buffer. The ability of the Facebook page to mobilize the masses peaked during 
the January 28 protest. Ghonim recognizes that it had “limited influence” in 
popular mobilization, illustrating that cyberactivism and its effectiveness in 
prompting public demonstrations fluctuate.

Many who arrived at Tahrir square were prompted by the Facebook page or 
the April 6 movement, illustrating the importance of social media and pho-
tography in mobilizing people. The regime’s subsequent blocking of access to 
Facebook and Twitter became a testament to the strength of these platforms 
in providing a platform for the grassroots movements.18 

The internet undermines the authoritarian state’s “monopoly over informa-
tion and communications,” providing an alternative avenue for the dissem-
ination of information both domestically and internationally.19 During the 
2011 Egyptian protests, social media was useful in relating the events in 
Egypt to the international community. The English branch of  “We are all 
Khaled Said” was employed at a critical moment to mobilize protests all over 
the world, demonstrate  solidarity with protestors in Egypt, and pressure 
the international community to condemn and disavow Hosni Mubarak. The 
Mubarak regime attempted to co-opt the movement by casting it as one of 
“dialogue”; although it had initially sparked dialogue, Ghonim and his asso-
ciates recognized that this was an attempt to depoliticize the revolution. Fol-
lowing nearly every attempt of the regime to publish news that contradicted 

18 Ghonim, Revolution 2.0, 155, 184, 186, 199.
19 Moss, “The ties that bind,” 267.
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the reality of the protestors or misrepresented the movement, the Facebook 
page administrators posted clarifications, illustrating the  constant battle to 
control the narrative of the revolution through television and Facebook post 
releases.20 

The role of social media in the Arab uprisings is concentrated towards the 
spread of information  through the diaspora from those experiencing vio-
lence. The online publications of footage from Syria depicting the violence 
has led to the establishment of the “Syrian Archive”, an open-source online 
repository.21 During the Syrian uprising, the diaspora was important for 
translating videos of the violence and the movement, making them widely 
understandable and playing an important role in raising awareness and mo-
bilizing the political international community. Efforts such as “Syria Through 
Your Eyes” based in London are focused on showcasing footage depicting 
abuses under the Assad regime and disseminating it amongst a wider audi-
ence; once the uprisings began they also showcased footage of the protests. 
By showing footage to a global audience, the diaspora played a critical role in 
globalizing the conflict.22 Diasporas were also able to contribute to the Arab 
uprisings by influencing foreign policy through their advocacy of issues in 
the home country. When diasporas were unable to contribute to domestic 
dialogue and international lobbying efforts, as was the case of the Syrian 
diaspora, they used online communications and efforts abroad to strengthen 
opposition forces.23

It is worth noting that not all are open to the involvement of the diaspora 
in activism efforts - many are suspicious of their motives. When an English 
version of the “We are all Khaled Said” page was created in the United 
Kingdom, some were suspicious of foreign interference in domestic af-
fairs. Likewise, Ghonim’s visits to the United States were perceived by the 
Egyptian state as an opportunity to accuse the campaign as a foreign plot to 
undermine Egypt.24

20 Ghonim, Revolution 2.0, 216, 286, 287.
21 Jeff Deutch and Hadi Habal, “The Syrian archive: A methodological case study of open-source 
investigation of state crime using video evidence from social media platforms,” State Crime Journal 
7, no. 1 (2018): 47. 
22 Moss, “The ties that bind,” 267, 271.
23 Sarsar, D’Hondt, Di Lenna, al-Khulidi, and Taha, “The political participation of the diaspora of 
the Middle East and North Africa before and after the Arab uprisings,” 63.
24 Ghonim, Revolution 2.0, 92, 205.
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An authoritarian regimes’ ability to directly repress dissidents abroad is more 
difficult in liberal democratic countries, thus their family ties in the homeland 
are exploited by security forces. Regimes may inflict translational repression 
through “institutional outposts”, which limit access to the home country for 
the diaspora and provide extraterritorial authority.  Exploiting active familial 
ties to the homeland is the most prominent way in which states threaten and 
silence diasporas; it serves to prevent and punish those who speak against 
the regime, regardless of the system of governance in which they live.25 The 
stronger the connection members of the diaspora have to the homeland 
through remaining family members, the more vulnerable they become to 
“digital transnational repression”.26  Those whose families have been willing 
and able to immigrate or who are already forced into exile are less likely to be 
intimidated by the digital repression. Human Rights Watch has documented 
twenty-nine Egyptian diaspora figures in media or activism whose families 
in Egypt have been subjected to repercussions from the state, either through 
home raids, travel bans, or detainment.27 Online activists who wish to protect 
their family members from repercussions publish posts online declaring their 
family’s disapproval and condemnation of their activism28 Diasporas also 
fear  surveillance by the regime through the use of covert agents abroad, thus 
authoritarian regimes can maintain a “disposition of silence”.29  On the other 
hand, once families in the homeland are imprisoned and/or killed by the 
regime, the diaspora is  compelled to publicly criticize the regime. Therefore, 
the conditions and safety of the family become contingent on the diaspora’s 
silence. The perceived capacity of the authoritarian regime to inflict ongoing 
transnational repression in various forms impacts the silence of the diaspora; 
once the Syrian uprising intensified, some were under the impression that 
domestic instability would distract the regime from transnational dissent 
and their families would not be impact by their actions, thus they engaged in 
public demonstrations against the regime. Therefore, although social media 
has provided new pathways for transnational activism and mobilization, 
it has also provided more avenues for surveillance and repression through 
25 Moss, “Transnational repression, diaspora mobilization, and the case of the Arab Spring,” 481, 
482.
26 Moss, “The ties that bind,” 276.
27 Gerasimos Tsourapas, “Global Autocracies,” 628. 
28 Moss, “Transnational repression, diaspora mobilization, and the case of the Arab Spring,” 492.
29 Wendy Pearlman, “Narratives of fear in Syria,” Perspectives on Politics 14, no. 1 (2016): 25.
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family ties. 

The role of diasporas through transnational activism and the impacts upon 
them through transnational repression can vary depending on temporal 
distance. The remaining ties of first-generation diaspora inhibit some from 
engaging in transnational activism; however, the second-generation can 
capitalize off their temporal distance. Second-generation diaspora youth 
have been able to engage in renewed activism efforts in the 2000s because of 
their physical and temporal distance from the homeland, typically with fewer 
familial ties remaining in the homeland. However, because of their meta-
physical removal from the homeland, they also have less of a network and 
on-ground connection, limiting the practical impact of their efforts towards 
the homeland.30 

Online Surveillance
The fear embedded through online surveillance has polarized the diaspora 
into pro and anti-Assad social networks, as anti-Assad figures are afraid to 
add friends with contrasting political views to their online network.31 Trans-
national repression has sown seeds of mistrust amongst the Syrian diaspora, 
undermining attempts to form solidarity and effectively mobilize the people. 
Fear of publicizing their thoughts about the regime also leads to members of 
the diaspora disassociating from those who are politically active and involved 
in demonstrations against the regime - whether in person or online.32 

By cultivating  fear within  the diaspora and online activists, for the safety 
of their family and friends, as well as themselves,, the regime succeeded in 
fostering self-censorship. This self-censorship prevented the diaspora from 
taking part in public and online activism, including physical demonstrations, 
out of fear that their identities be made public. Diaspora are then inclined 
to hide their political opinions and their identities in an effort to protect 
their remaining family in Syria. Online, globalized tactics of surveillance and 
personal threats have extended the informal authority of the Assad regime, 
challenging the claims towards free speech celebrated by diasporas living 
30  Moss, “Transnational repression, diaspora mobilization, and the case of the Arab Spring,” 488.
31 Moss, “The ties that bind,” 274.
32 Moss, “Transnational repression, diaspora mobilization, and the case of the Arab Spring,” 490, 
492.
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in liberal democracies. Easily accessible political acts, sometimes dismissed 
as “slacktivism”, have become associated with significant risks, as the Assad 
regime retains a stronghold of online surveillance and subsequent self-cen-
sorship. Although nominally social media allows for accessible, cheap ways to 
challenge authoritarianism, practically it comes at a cost of safety.33 

Digital Security Networks
Security networks employed by authoritarian regimes using informants 
have been strengthened as online platforms provide considerable levels of 
anonymity. For instance,  regimes have employed online “trolls” to defend 
the regime and disseminate pro-regime narratives. Trolls are also used to 
disseminate false information and undermine opposition efforts and demon-
strations, both domestically and internationally. In particular, online activism 
has become recognized as particularly relevant to the Assad regime because 
of its strategy of “denial, censorship, and propaganda.” However, state security 
apparatuses deny responsibility for the effects of these trolls manifesting to 
physical mobilization efforts. Thus, online networks provide a way for the 
regime to undermine activists’ efforts while maintaining an officially removed 
stance.34

The deployment of anonymous threats through online platforms has chal-
lenged traditional restrictions on the operation of foreign agents. Anonymity 
on the internet has prevented national security management, such as the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation, from being able to obstruct and prosecute 
foreign agents targeting and threatening diaspora within their nation-state 
borders. Pro-regime actors have further been undermining online activism 
by reporting the online posts to the social media platform for any possible 
violation, deeming the post offensive, thus leading the platform to remove 
the content while the pro-regime actors are able to maintain anonymity and 
distance. The “trojan horse” tactic has also been used to intercept online calls, 
particularly for Skype calls. The emergence of new tactics designed to counter 
online activism demonstrates the relative significance it has to the regime, 

33 Moss, “The ties that bind,” 275-277.
34 Moss, “The ties that bind,” 267, 268, 277.
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deeming it worthy enough for strategic planning.35

Online communication has made it easier for regimes to permeate transna-
tional activist efforts and challenge systems of power . A prominent tactic 
used against the Syrian diaspora in Canada is “spear phishing”, whereby 
disguised messages and/or email are sent from, designed to collect informa-
tion about the receiver. Activists took measures to protect themselves from 
the regime undermining their transnational activism by understanding the 
rapid ways the regime can adapt to their methods. The diaspora directly aided 
activists in Syria by capitalizing off their faster and stronger internet connec-
tions by publishing videos and connecting with media on their behalf. Aware 
of regime attempts to track them, activists communicating with diaspora re-
quired the use of a Virtual Private Network (VPN) to encrypt the connection 
and hide their location, thereby allowing them to protect themselves from 
agents of the regime, albeit slowing the internet connection. They also helped 
to organize protest routes through Google Maps and deactivated the social 
media accounts of detained activists.36

Political activism has been stifled both online and offline: the former, through 
censorship, blocking access, and surveillance; and the latter, through physical 
repression. Internet accessibility in Syria also facilitates digital surveillance 
and repression, leading to more targeted physical repression.37 Egyptian au-
thorities began arresting those listed as attendees of  the January 25 Facebook 
event, demonstrating another avenue for the regime to monitor and repress. 
Furthermore, the Egyptian regime under Abdel Fatah el-Sisi has been 
discovered to have launched advanced cyberattacks against dissidents. These 
cyberattacks have targeted their cell phones, enabling surveillance of outgo-
ing and incoming messages and their locations, thus assisting the regime in 
revealing dissidents.38 

Repression through online communications requires “cooperation with non-
state actors”, thus social media platforms, often based in liberal democracies 

35 Moss, “The ties that bind,” 273.
36 Moss, “The ties that bind,” 268, 271.
37 Anita R Gohdes, “Repression technology: Internet accessibility and state violence.” American 
Journal of Political Science 64, no. 3 (2020): 488.
38 Erica Frantz, Andrea Kendall-Taylor, and Joseph Wright, “Digital repression in autocracies,” 
Varieties of Democracy Institute Users Working Paper 27 (2020): 15-16.
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such as the United States, are complicit in the transnational repression by 
authoritarian regimes.39 The strategies of digital repression practiced by 
authoritarian regimes are enabled by the lack of regulations and protections 
by foreign states and corporations. Online platforms can both bolster and 
inhibit online activism.40 

Western-based firms have gone beyond passively facilitating repression 
through relaxed regulations; some have engaged in contractual agreements 
with authoritarian governments to actively further the state’s surveillance 
and repression.41 Created in Germany, the online spyware called FinFisher 
is only sold to governments and claims to be for the use of “intelligence and 
law enforcement” despite the prominent ways in which it has been abused 
by governments for surveillance. Egypt is one of many countries which have 
bought FinFisher, albeit through the vaguely named Technology Research 
Department.42 The relatively broad name of the department under which 
technological surveillance has been conducted demonstrates how it has been 
masked under state institutions. 

The integration of transnational surveillance along with social media has 
demonstrated its assimilation into the state’s security apparatus. Thus social 
media tactics to target dissidents have become normalized as a security mea-
sure, demonstrating its significance to regimes.43 Using FinFisher spyware, 
an anonymous proxy is set up to hide the location of the government entity. 
Once a computer is “infected” with the spyware, it sends information to a 
Virtual Private Server (VPS) provider in another country, which is eventually 
conveyed back to the Master server of the government entity. Citizen Lab at 
the University of Toronto has discovered that the Egyptian Technology Re-
search Department has used two malware groups to target activists based in 
the United Arab Emirates, illustrating how states can use technology for the 
surveillance and eventual repression of those based abroad. One of the main 
challenges in researching spyware and digital intrusion is the anonymity and 
privacy that is prized by the industry. Thus digital repression is increasingly 
difficult to track and trace, as states and software developers are both inclined 
39 Tsourapas, “Global Autocracies,” 622.
40 Moss, “The ties that bind,” 278.
41 Maria Josua and Mirjam Edel, “The Arab uprisings and the return of repression,” Mediterranean 
Politics 26, no. 5 (2021); Bill Marczak, John Scott-Railton, Adam Senft, Irene Poetranto, Sarah 
McKune. “Mapping Finfisher’s Continuing Proliferation.” The Citizen Lab, May 8, 2020. 
42 Marczak, Scott-Railton, Senft, Poetranto, and McKune, “Mapping Finfisher’s Continuing 
Proliferation.” 
43 Josua and Edel, “The Arab uprisings and the return of repression.”
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to maintain secrecy.44

Digital repression has been effective in preventing protests from manifesting 
within the home country. This is especially critical for the Arab uprisings and 
Arab authoritarian regimes since the protests have become a “primary threat 
to contemporary authoritarians.” However, it is worth noting that despite 
the distinction between digital and physical repression, the former does not 
replace the latter.45

When the Mubarak regime attempted to block the usage of social media at 
the outset of the uprisings, the Egyptian diaspora was critical in maintaining 
the momentum of online activism and spreading the posts of local Egyptians. 
The emotionally-charged posts and moving footage motivated members 
of the Egyptian diaspora such as Wael Ghonim, to travel back to Egypt 
to contribute to the movement on the ground.46 While he has been secret-
ly based out of Dubai throughout the build-up to the January 25 protest, 
Ghonim flew into Cairo to take part in it.47 Eventually, such members often 
leave Egypt due to the lack of radical change and the continued political 
restrictions. Abroad, the diaspora uses the information spread through online 
communications and social media to establish “political and economic devel-
opment” organizations to support the uprisings and grassroots movements in 
Egypt.48

The Rise of Digital Transnational Repression
Digital transnational repression is imbued with the new forms of commu-
nication utilized leading up to and throughout the Arab uprisings, however, 
repression has also surged in relation to protests and “civil-military rela-
tions” following the uprisings. The Arab uprisings demonstrated the vital 
importance of military behavior on regimes - once the military redirects its 
loyalty, the regime falls. Using the Political Terror Scale and Goldstein and 
Davenport’s definition of repression, Maria Josua and Mirjam Edel suggests 
that repression in the MENA region has been increasing since the late 2000s 

44     Marczak, Scott-Railton, Senft, Poetranto, and McKune, “Mapping Finfisher’s Continuing 
Proliferation.”
45 Frantz, Kendall-Taylor, and Wright, “Digital repression in autocracies,” 4, 9.
46 Sarsar, D’Hondt, Di Lenna, al-Khulidi, and Taha, “The political participation of the diaspora of 
the Middle East and North Africa before and after the Arab uprisings,” 65.
47 Ghonim, Revolution 2.0, 186.
48 Sarsar, D’Hondt, Di Lenna, al-Khulidi, and Taha, “The political participation of the diaspora of 
the Middle East and North Africa before and after the Arab uprisings,” 66.
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however after 2013, these increases were more dramatic, reaching a pinnacle 
in 2015. The forms of repression vary as a result of the uprisings. In Egypt, 
popular mobilization and demonstrations are credited with playing a central 
role in effectively challenging both the Mubarak and Morsi presidencies, 
civil society has become more restricted and the portion of political prisoners 
has increased. In contrast, Syria’s civil society has already been significantly 
restricted prior to the 2011 uprisings, thus state violence became a trigger 
for further demonstrations, subsequently leading to more state repression.49 
Ultimately, the rise in repression following the uprisings, as they also relate 
to the involvement of social media in fostering the uprisings, demonstrates 
that online and transnational activism is not particularly effective in gaining 
results, whereby the violence and injustice highlighted and advocated against 
is stopped. 

The involvement of the diaspora in the emergence of the Arab uprisings 
through online communications facilitated their enfranchisement in the 
home country. In Syria, the diaspora can still vote in elections, thus main-
taining the semblance of political participation. The 2014 elections were part 
of the illusion of active political participation used by the Assad regime for a 
sense of legitimacy. By cultivating and preserving these extra-territorial ties, 
the Assad regime used the election to serve the purpose of further interna-
tionalizing the Syrian uprising and contributing to its regional power stand-
ing. The diaspora has also been enfranchised in Egypt following the 2011 
uprisings.50 In gaining the right to vote from abroad, transnational activism 
was instrumental for the Egyptian diaspora. They used Mubarak’s fall as an 
opportunity to push for this form of change.51 Their political participation 
through voting has also been promoted through targeted online campaigns, 
to increase voter turnout.52 However, the limitation of political participation 
to democratic voting rights is also a method to prevent “expanding mean-
ingful political participation”; by cultivating and preserving these voting 
rights for the diaspora, the Egyptian government attempts to mitigate the 
49 Josua and Edel, “The Arab uprisings and the return of repression.”
50 Sarsar, D’Hondt, Di Lenna, al-Khulidi, and Taha, “The political participation of the diaspora of 
the Middle East and North Africa before and after the Arab uprisings,” 67-68.
51 Laurie A Brand, “Arab uprisings and the changing frontiers of transnational citizenship: Voting 
from abroad in political transitions,” Political Geography 41 (2014): 58.
52 Sarsar, D’Hondt, Di Lenna, al-Khulidi, and Taha, “The political participation of the diaspora of 
the Middle East and North Africa before and after the Arab uprisings,”  68.
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diaspora.53 Because of the diaspora’s involvement in the Arab uprisings 
through online communications, it becomes strategic for the state to nomi-
nally enfranchise them and provide a sense of political involvement so as to 
encourage them to become involved within the system rather than uproot it. 
The expanded democratization is also used to provide a sense of legitimacy in 
absence of significant reform to the political system.54 

As cyberactivism becomes more common, Egyptian and Syrian Diaspo-
ras have become more willing to speak out politically against the regimes, 
particularly through social media.  Yet, in contrast to the Tunisian reforms, 
the mobilization of Egyptian and Syrian diaspora and cyberactivism has not 
led to systemic reform. The efforts of these diasporas have not ended, they 
continue to attempt to spread awareness of the violence and injustices of the 
regimes. Although these efforts have so far not culminated into dramatic 
systemic change, it can be seen as part of a long-term effort to bring change 
and provide a collective, open-source record of the political reality, such that 
the perspectives of those under the regime are provided a platform. While 
diasporas and social media activism can promote popular mobilization and 
even instigate change, it is also worth exploring their roles in shaping the 
transition of the regime - as per the case of Egypt with introducing voting 
measures for those living abroad.55 

Social media has provided ways for members of the diaspora to spread 
and amplify information and footage from the home country, highlighting 
violence and systemic injustice endorsed by the state. It has incorporated 
youth into politics, by providing an accessible form of political involvement. 
Thus, state discourse can be challenged through online posts, discussions, 
and campaigns. The ways in which technology allows for more involvement, 
both domestically and internationally, is undermined through transnational 
and digitally-enabled repression. The state, through software developed in the 
Western private sector, has engaged in surveillance through the technology 
and online platforms used by activists. The state has also retained control over 

53 Boccagni, Lafleur, and Levitt, “Transnational politics as cultural circulation”, 447.
54 Sarsar, D’Hondt, Di Lenna, al-Khulidi, and Taha, “The political participation of the diaspora of 
the Middle East and North Africa before and after the Arab uprisings,” 69.
55 Sarsar, D’Hondt, Di Lenna, al-Khulidi, and Taha, “The political participation of the diaspora of 
the Middle East and North Africa before and after the Arab uprisings,”  70-71.
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the diaspora by threatening their remaining family ties, and preventing them 
from engaging online in politics connected to the homeland. Ultimately 
online communications can be utilized in the short-term to instigate popular 
mobilization, however the quickly proliferating transnational and digitally 
enabled transnational repression undermine these grassroots movements. 
Looking forward, the challenge with online activism is to protect activists 
through safeguards on online platforms and to find ways to hold regimes 
responsible for digital transnational repression.56 As activists create and 
embrace new forms of mobilization through the online sphere, proliferat-
ing transnational forms of repression will need to be addressed to protect 
grassroots efforts and the freedom of speech. The anonymity and secrecy of 
digitally enabled forms of transnational repression undermine attempts to 
hold the state and its security mechanism accountable.57 

56 Moss, “The ties that bind,” 278.
57   Marczak, Scott-Railton, Senft, Poetranto, and  McKune, “Mapping Finfisher’s Continuing 
Proliferation.” 
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The Ambiguity of  Justin Tr udeau's 
China Polic y 

The victory of Prime Minister Justin Trudeau’s Liberals seemed to many to 
be the end of the ideologically tinged ambivalent approach to Canada-China 
relations of the Stephen Harper era. To this end, hopes were placed on the 
normalization of the bilateral relationship, which, under Harper’s hardline 
leadership, experienced a relative decline. However, since the heyday of 
Sino-Canadian relations in the 1990s and early 2000s, the circumstances of 
the relationship have shifted dramatically. And despite Trudeau’s election 
and desire to engage China, relations between Ottawa and Beijing have been 
fraught by continuous deterioration that is underpinned by several conten-
tious issues surrounding commercial controversies, human rights, hostage 
diplomacy, and geopolitical constraints. To many observers, this bilateral 
deterioration is a consequence of China’s increasing pugnaciousness, alleging 
that Trudeau’s permissiveness to Beijing’s belligerence has diminished 
Canada’s domestic and international integrity. However, the present analysis 
takes a different view and argues that the China policy under Prime Minister 
Justin Trudeau has seen a willingness to engage in hardline approaches and 
policy ambivalence that closely aligns with the policies of his predecessor 
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Stephen Harper. From this premise, it focuses on a series of endogenous and 
exogenous factors that have severely constrained Trudeau’s initial intended 
policy of engagement and the menu of policy options, overall necessitating 
a more hardline approach towards Beijing; namely: (1) differing domestic 
political impulses, (2) shifts in Chinese foreign policy since 2008, and (3) 
deteriorating Sino-American relations under the Trump administration. 

The outline for the rest of the research is as follows: First, a review of China 
policy under the Harper era to evince the established trends and precedents. 
Next, the paper will outline Trudeau’s alternating engagement and hardline 
strategies. Third, it will proceed to draw explanations from the aforemen-
tioned endogenous and exogenous factors as evidence to support the thesis. 
Then, the paper will conclude with a summary of its arguments, limitations, 
and possible avenues for further elaboration.

To recall, Canada’s policy towards Asia and especially China has operat-
ed under the term “engagement.” While the term may represent different 
meanings in different contexts, it broadly refers to a strategy favouring an 
open-door policy in which dialogue and discussion are preferred to contain-
ment and isolation.1 And this strategy has underpinned the crux of Sino-Ca-
nadian relations since 1970 – trade.2 By bringing China into the global 
community, it would undergo a societal transformation and increase Canada’s 
international prestige.3 To this end, Canada vigorously pursued economic 
relations through the “Team Canada” trade missions of the 1990s, advocated 
for Chinese integration into global financial institutions by the turn of the 
century, and established a “strategic partnership” agreement in 2005.4 This 
era marked the high-noon of political-economic affinity of Canada-China 
relations, as seen in the statement of the then-Premier Zhu Rongji who said 
that “Canada was China’s best friend in the world.”5 

1 Paul Evans, Engaging China: Myth Aspiration, and Strategy in Canadian Policy from Trudeau 
to Harper, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2014): 12.
2 Evans, Engaging China, 29-49.
3 Jeremy Paltiel, “Facing China: Canada Between Fear and Hope,” International Journal 73, no. 3 
(2018): 344..
4 Paltiel, 348.
5 Mark MacKinnon, “Where’s the love for Canada?” The Globe and Mail, March 19, 2009, https://
www.theglobeandmail.com/news/world/wheres-the-love-for-canada/article1343141/.  
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In 2006, however, the political aspect of the bilateral relationship underwent 
a fundamental transformation through the election of the Conservatives 
under Stephen Harper. Prominently dubbed as “cold politics,” Harper’s vision 
for China policy was, in essence, a rejection of his predecessors’ approach-
es that “imperilled Canada’s democratic principles for the sake of narrow 
business interests.”6 Instead, Canada under Harper would “articulate Canada’s 
core values of freedom, democracy, the rule of law, human rights, free 
markets, and free trade on the international stage.”7 Human rights drew a 
considerable focus on Harper’s initial actions towards China, with the Prime 
Minister stating that Canadians do not wish to sell out to the “almighty 
dollar.”8 In accordance with his remarks, the government granted asylum to a 
prominent dissident, gave the Dalai Lama honorary citizenship, and Harper 
personally participated in the case of a detained Uyghur-Canadian, thereafter 
snubbing the 2008 Olympics in Beijing.9 China, which is notably averse to 
human rights discussion in diplomatic dialogue, responded with similar treat-
ment, abruptly cancelling several high-level talks and rescheduling bilateral 
ministerial dialogue. Then-Minister of Commerce Bo Xilai stated in a visit to 
Ottawa that “relations have moved backward under Harper” and that Canada 
needed to send strong political signals and re-establish political trust.10 Thus, 
in this initial period of what was termed as “cool politics,” the political cordi-
ality and diplomatic goodwill that previous governments worked strenuously 
to cultivate began to disappear. Then 2008 happened. 

In the months leading up to the 2008 financial crisis, a relentless chorus 
of public criticism was directed at Harper’s China policy, lambasting it as 
“amateurish” or “ineffective.”11 The deterioration of the bilateral relationship 
became so apparent that it began to produce a tangible domestic backlash.12 
However, when Canada’s prime ally, the United States, began to bear the 
6 Kim Richard Nossal and Leah Sarson, “About Face: Explaining Changes in Canada’s China 
Policy, 2006–2012,” Canadian Foreign Policy Journal 20, no. 2 (2014): 148.
7 Kim Richard Nossal, “The Liberal Past in the Conservative Present: Internationalism in the 
Harper Era,” in Canada in the World: Internationalism in Contemporary Canadian Foreign Policy, 
eds. Heather A. Smith and Claire Turenne Sjolander (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 2013), 
23-24.
8 Charles Burton, “Canada’s China Policy under the Harper Government,” Canadian Foreign 
Policy Journal 21, no. 1 (2015): 49.
9 Evans, Engaging China, 62-66.; Nossal and Sarson, “About Face,” 148-151. 
10 Evans, Engaging China, 66.
11 Evans, Engaging China, 67-68.
12Evans, Engaging China, 68.
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brunt of the global recession, another turnaround occurred. Looking to 
insulate the costs of America’s economic fallout, Harper began to articulate 
a “Third Option” akin to the diversification strategy undertaken by Pierre 
Trudeau’s Liberal government in the 1970s.13 While America was truly the 
priority in geographical focus, it was clear that this event necessitated the 
search for opportunities elsewhere. For instance, Canadian dissatisfaction 
towards a near-dependence on the United States for oil exports shifted atten-
tion to China, a lucrative energy customer. And for Canada, which Harper 
once proclaimed to be an “energy superpower,”14 the desire to diversify 
exports coupled with China’s need to import energy to sustain their growth 
became a perfect vehicle to repair the damaged relationship. This reversal 
of trend served to mark his government’s “Prosperity Agenda for Canadi-
ans” that pushed for diversifying markets and exports, facilitating business, 
and encouraging Chinese investment in Canada.15 Harper’s emphasis on 
strengthening ties in the energy sector as a central part of Canada-China 
relations increased his prestige among his regional constituents. From his 
Conservative and Albertan background, Harper’s reversal benefited Alberta’s 
oil and gas community while shoring up Conservative support in Western 
energy-producing regions.16 Notwithstanding Harper’s “cold politics,” there 
was also “warm economics,” and the primal aspects of Canada’s China policy 
remained unchanged; the One China policy was upheld, Sino-Canadian 
trade increased in absolute terms, and aid continued to flow into China.17 To 
facilitate this turnaround, Harper made his first visit to Beijing in Decem-
ber 2009 and was promised the coveted Approved Destination Status and 
concessions to meat exports.18 This was fulfilled during President Hu Jintao’s 
visit in June 2010, during which he spoke of “a growing strategic partnership” 
and “friendly and productive engagement.” Concerning human rights, Harp-
er claimed that “power comes from economic power and earns the moral 
authority when it upholds the universal values of freedom, democracy, and 

13 Nossal and Sarson, “About Face,” 153.
14 Stephen Harper, Address by the Prime Minister at the Canada-UK chamber of commerce, 
London, July 14, 2006. Available from: https://pm.gc.ca/en//media.asp?id=1247. 
15 Evans, Engaging China, 69.
16 Nossal and Sarson, “About Face,” 154-155.
17 Evans, Engaging China, 62.
18 Approved Destination Status is a bilateral agreement that enables Chinese tourism in tour 
group format, permits host country marketing as a leisure destination, and provides selected host 
country tour operators exclusive access to Chinese travel agents. It provides the host country lucra-
tive opportunities to access China’s tourism boom. Evans, Engaging China, 70.
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human rights...” and that “China and Canada have begun a frank dialogue 
about these values. Continuing it will bring us closer together as friends 
and strategic partners.”19 Thus, considering these domestic and international 
factors, it would not be unreasonable to infer that Harper recognized that 
abandoning “cold politics” was important, both for his domestic agenda and 
his international vision. 

Harper never fully attained or acceded to the same level of diplomatic cordi-
ality as his Liberal predecessors. And despite the diplomatic turnaround, his 
government found ways to continuously criticize China for its human rights 
approaches in a public manner.20 For instance, in January 2014, the Ambassa-
dor to China issued a statement on behalf of the government, deploring the 
arrests of Chinese human rights activists and stating that “these represent a 
series of incidents involving journalists, academics, lawyers, and religious offi-
cials.”21 Similarly, Harper maintained reservations towards China’s increasing-
ly evident presence in Canadian commerce. The sale of the Canadian-owned 
oil and company Nexen Inc. to the state-owned China National Offshore 
Oil Corporation (CNOOC) in 2012 elicited a lengthy review period from 
the government over issues of national security and economic competition.22 
There was an understandable fear that Chinese control over critical eco-
nomic assets would give China political and economic leverage on Canadian 
government decisions. While Harper permitted the takeover to occur in 
December 2012, the Prime Minister instituted a new set of rules that would 
only permit sales of Canadian corporations in “exceptional circumstances,” ef-
fectively hindering foreign takeovers of domestic industries.23 Harper quipped 
that “when we say Canada is open for business, we do not mean that Canada 
is for sale to foreign governments.”24 Although this statement abstains from 
directly mentioning China, it does reveal a deep-seated distrust for the 
19 Evans, Engaging China. 71.
20 Burton, “Canada’s China Policy under the Harper Government,” 48-52.
21 Ann Hui, “Canadian ambassador rebukes China for jailing rights activist,” The Globe and Mail, 
January 26, 2014, https://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/canadas-ambassador-to-chi-
na-criticizes-jailing-of-xu-zhiyong/article16505333/. 
22 Gregory T. Chin, “An Uncomfortable Truth: Canada’s Wary Ambivalence to Chinese Corporate 
Takeovers,” International Journal 73, no. 3 (2018): 412-415.
23 Euan Rocha, “CNOOC closes $15.1 billion acquisition of Canada’s Nexen,” Reuters, February 
25, 2013, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-nexen-cnooc-idUSBRE91O1A420130225. 
24 Laura Payton, “Government OK’s foreign bids for Nexen, Progress Energy,” CBC News, 
December 7, 2012, https://www.cbc.ca/news/business/government-ok-s-foreign-bids-for-nexen-
progress-energy-1.1148156. .
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nebulous public-private structure of China’s Communist Party and unease 
towards overseas Chinese commercial investments. Thus, Harper’s wariness 
towards China’s political structure coupled with an increasing reliance on 
trade pioneered a new status quo in China policy – ambivalence. 

China policy under the Liberal Party of Canada’s tenure in government has 
adhered to the engagement orthodoxy pioneered by Pierre Trudeau. Even 
before their victory in 2015, Justin Trudeau and the Liberal Party signalled 
an intention to return to engagement to restore bilateral ties.25 And when 
elected, Trudeau tasked then-Minister of International Trade Chrystia 
Freeland to develop a strategy that would promote trade and investment in 
China.26 Thus, engagement was the mode to facilitate this renewed focus. 
And accessing the lucrative Chinese market rested on the hopes that an ex-
panded economic relationship with Beijing would deliver economic prosperi-
ty to Canadians. Soon after taking office, Trudeau quickly met with Xi at the 
APEC and G20 summits, appointed John McCallum, a veteran politician 
with extensive Chinese diaspora ties, as Canadian Ambassador to China, and 
established the Annual Leaders’ Dialogue to enhance bilateral dialogue.27 
Trudeau’s first visit to Beijing produced an agreement to open a new era in 
the Canada-China strategic partnership.28 In return, Premier Li Keqiang 
made his first visit to Ottawa in September 2016, during which both sides 
pledged to explore the feasibility of a possible Canada-China Free Trade 
Agreement and double bilateral trade by 2025.29 By expressing the desire to 
participate in China’s Asian Investment Infrastructure Bank, the Trudeau 
government indicated a willingness to institutionalize bilateral ties and seek 
further opportunities on the multilateral level, but these arrangements have 

25 Peter O’Neil, “Canada must get serious about its relationship with China: transition document,” 
Vancouver Sun, September 30, 2015, https://vancouversun.com/news/metro/canada-must-get-seri-
ous-about-its-relationship-with-china-says-document. 
26 Mandate letters from Prime Minister Trudeau retrieved from   http://www.davidmckie.com/
Ministers%20Mandate%20letters%20Consolidated%20with%20Index%20No-v%2016%202015.
pdf. (accessed 23 April 2021).
27 Preston Lim, “Sino-Canadian Relations in the Age of Justin Trudeau,” Canadian Foreign Policy 
Journal 26, no. 1 (2020): 28.
28 Government of Canada, “Joint Press Release between Canada and the People’s Republic of 
China,” Prime Minister’s Office, September 1, 2016, https://pm.gc.ca/en/news/background-
ers/2016/09/01/joint-press-release-between-canada-and-peoples-republic-china
29 Government of Canada, “Prime Minister announces increased collaboration with China,” Prime 
Minister’s Office, September 23, 2016, https://pm.gc.ca/en/news/news-releases/2016/09/23/
prime-minister-announces-increased-collaboration-china. 
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yet to yield returns to Canadian investors.30 Such a sharp improvement in 
diplomatic ties seemed to mark a return to the Liberal era of engagement and 
perhaps even advance it, wherein Canada was last acknowledged as a strate-
gic partner in 2005, and the implication was that Trudeau was continuing the 
legacy of his Liberal predecessors. 

Yet, Trudeau had inherited some of the policy concerns that were left over 
from the decades-long Harper era and, consequently, the strategy of ambiv-
alence. To Charles Burton, a prominent expert on Canada-China relations, 
the Harper era ushered in the view that there was an incompatibility between 
economic institutions that sustain China and Canada’s regimes that impedes 
deeper relations.31 For instance, the prospects of the Canada-China FTA 
were rendered stagnant due to Canadian insistence on progressive provisions 
for mutual standards on labour, environmental, and gender issues.32 On the 
other hand, China’s trade practices retained an indefatigable protection-
ist element wherein formal and non-formal arrangements exist, and their 
approaches towards intellectual property, technology transfers, and foreign 
competition remained a contested issue among negotiators. These issues have 
informed Trudeau’s views towards subsequent Chinese takeovers of Canadian 
corporations. Prominently, Trudeau blocked the sale of Canadian construc-
tion giant Aecon to China’s Communications Construction Company Inter-
national under similar concerns to Harper’s reservations regarding the Nexen 
sale.33 Trudeau stated that this transaction was “not in the national interests of 
Canada” and that Canada is “open to international investment but not at the 
expense of national security.”34

Furthermore, drastic developments in China’s conduct in Xinjiang have com-
pelled Trudeau to publicly respond to Canada-China relations’ most precar-
ious issue – human rights. When credible reports emerged that documented 

30 Paltiel, “Facing China,” 350; Marie-Danielle Smith, “Despite promises, Canadian companies 
yet to benefit from $256M Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank membership,” National Post, 
November 22, 2018, https://nationalpost.com/news/politics/despite-promises-no-canadian-compa-
nies-or-investors-yet-benefitting-from-asian-infrastructure-investment-bank-membership. 
31 Burton, “Canada’s China Policy under the Harper Government, 53.
32 Lim, Sino-Canadian relations in the age of Justin Trudeau,” 30.
33 CBC News, “Federal government blocks sale of construction giant Aecon to Chinese interests,” 
May 23, 2018, https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/canada-blocks-aecon-sale-china-1.4675353. ; 
Chin, “An Uncomfortable Truth,” 412-416, 419-22. 
34 Lim, “Sino-Canadian relations in the age of Justin Trudeau,” 30.
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China’s detention of ethnic Uyghurs in internment camps, Trudeau broke the 
Liberal Party’s protocol of quiet diplomacy by criticizing China for its vio-
lation of human rights on numerous occasions.35 Canadian Foreign Service 
officials, including Ambassador McCallum, rebuked Beijing for its practices 
in Xinjiang, and the Canadian Deputy Permanent Representative at the UN 
called for China to “end persecution on the basis of religion of belief.”36 In 
February 2021, the Canadian Parliament produced its most public con-
demnation of Xinjiang; it unanimously passed a resolution that recognized 
China’s treatment of the Uyghurs as genocide, thereafter eliciting blistering 
scorn from Beijing. While largely symbolic in nature and in practice, it was 
also a relatively fresh litmus test on Canadian public opinion towards China. 
Notably, Trudeau himself abstained from the vote as perhaps to partially 
abate Beijing’s inevitable backlash.37 

Yet, a singular event would alter Canada-China relations and place China’s 
approaches to human rights at Canada’s doorstep. On December 1, 2018, 
Meng Wanzhou, the Chief Financial Officer of Huawei, was arrested at 
Vancouver International Airport by Canadian authorities in line with a US 
extradition request.38 In retaliation for Meng’s arrest and symptomatic of 
Beijing’s increasingly aggressive diplomacy, Canadians Michael Spavor and 
Michael Kovrig were promptly detained for supposedly endangering state 
security. To pressure Ottawa in rescinding the extradition request, Beijing 
has imposed economic pressure through import bans of Canadian beef and 
canola.39 Meng’s arrest has been described as a proxy action of the US-China 

35 Lim, “Sino-Canadian Relations in the Age of Justin Trudeau,” 31. 
36 The Associated Press, “China rebukes Canada and other diplomats for letter on Muslim rights,” 
CBC News, November 15, 2018.;  Lim, “Sino-Canadian Relations in the Age of Justin Trudeau,” 
31. 
37 Leyland Cecco, “Canada votes to recognize China’s treatment of Uighur population as geno-
cide,” The Guardian, February 22, 2021, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/feb/22/cana-
da-china-uighur-muslims-genocide.  
38 Charles Burton. “Meng Wanzhou and the Future of Canada-China Relations.” Macdon-
ald-Laurier Institute, January 21, 2019.
39 Aleksandra Sagan, “Meat industry groups concerned over China import ban, working 
with government,” CBC News, June 26, 2019, https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/chi-
na-meat-ban-industry-goverment-canada-reaction-1.5191153; Reuters, “Canada takes first formal 
step to challenge China’s canola ban at WTO,” South China Morning Post, September 7, 2019, 
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/3026131/canada-takes-first-formal-step-challenge-
chinas-canola-ban-wto; Dominique Patton and Julie Gordon, “China widens ban on Canadian 
canola imports to second firm, Viterra,” Reuters, March 26, 2019, https://www.reuters.com/article/
us-china-canada-trade-canola-idUSKCN1R713S. 
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trade war, and Canada became lodged in the middle of it.40 China’s lack of an 
independent judicial system hinders diplomatic efforts to gain a fair and im-
partial trial, and the existing power asymmetry between the two countries in 
economic and political influence limits the Trudeau government’s pathways 
to advocate for Spavor and Kovrig’s amnesty. In fact, Trudeau must contend 
with powerful elements of the Liberal Party who advocate for the release of 
Meng to unfreeze relations.41 On the other hand, pursuing a hardline ap-
proach undoubtedly lowers the likelihood of the two Canadians’ release. Thus, 
the Prime Minister is compelled to maintain an ambivalent strategy, wherein 
Ottawa could cater to some of Beijing’s terms until favourable circumstances 
emerge from Meng’s legal case that would provide Canada with increased 
leverage. Coupled with Canada’s increasingly more vocal role in condemning 
China’s human rights profile, this series of events has led to Canada-China 
relations undergoing a sharp deterioration that has not been seen since the 
1989 Tiananmen Square crackdown.42 Despite Prime Minister Trudeau’s 
desire for warm economic ties, it is apparent that wariness at China’s impact 
on domestic issues has constrained his ability to fully utilize a hardline 
approach or pursue engagement. Thus, undertaking a policy of ambivalence 
appears to be the most optimal course of action for the time being. Yet, these 
developments raise the question of the sources of China’s bellicose diplomatic 
conduct.

Like Canada’s foreign policy turn in 2008, the year beckoned a fundamental 
shift in China’s foreign policymaking calculus. As the Western world was in 
disarray over the fallout of the global financial crisis, China had started to 
become more assertive on the international stage. To China, this system-al-
tering event signalled the appropriate time to end the long-standing “hiding 
and biding” policy that insulated the costs of international leadership and 
offered an opportunity to contest the US-dominant international order.43 

40 Charles Burton, “Remaking Canada’s China strategy: A new direction that puts Canadian 
interests first.” MacDonald-Laurier Institute, August 1, 2019, 1. 
41 Robert Fife and Steven Chase, “Chrétien proposes cancelling Meng’s extradition case to 
unfreeze relations with China,” The Globe and Mail, June 13, 2019, https://www.theglobeandmail.
com/politics/article-chretien-suggests-huawei-executives-extradition-case-should-end/. 
42 Nicolas Van Praet and David Parkinson, “‘We’re afraid...we might get arrested’: Canadian 
executives deal with the shock of a rupture with China.” The Globe and Mail, September 20, 2019, 
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/business/article-inside-canadas-unravelling-trade-relation-
ship-with-china-how-we-got/. 
43 Lim, Sino-Canadian relations in the age of Justin Trudeau,” 33. 
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Under then-President Hu Jintao, this assertive policy led to the use of 
infrastructure and economic strategy to bind regional neighbours to Beijing’s 
orbit.44 With greater awareness of a globally oriented China, his successor, 
Xi Jinping, intensified this policy through the establishment of the Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI) and the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) 
to facilitate the cultivation of political and strategic influence.45 Utilizing 
these methods enabled the expansion of Chinese state-owned enterprises 
(SOEs) by integrating overseas commercial activities with geopolitical strat-
egy. China’s astounding growth and its rapid accumulation of political and 
economic power have enabled it to eclipse Canada’s international influence 
while simultaneously reinforcing the centrality of the Chinese Communist 
Party rather than eroding it.46 Furthermore, China has been observed to 
utilize economic coercion to achieve political and strategic goals in its foreign 
relations, and its accumulation of hefty economic capital enables it to lever-
age existing trade asymmetries within dyadic relationships. While Beijing 
has been relatively reluctant to impose this punitive strategy on Ottawa, the 
arrest of Meng enabled this strategy in Beijing’s policy toolkit.47 As a result, 
Canadian canola and meat exports have been subjected to import bans from 
Chinese markets.48 As these industries are critical to the Canadian econo-
my, such restrictions have carried a great weight on Ottawa’s policymaking 
calculus. 

Since Xi Jinping emerged as President, power has increasingly become more 
centralized under his executive authority, marking a sharp divergence in 
the rather consensus-based approaches of his predecessors.49 Additionally, 
there has been a rise in nationalism that emphasizes China’s rejuvenation to 
address pressing domestic issues pertaining to its internal union.50 China has 
44 Shivshankar Menon, “What China’s Rise Means for the World,” The Wire, January 2, 2016, 
https://thewire.in/external-affairs/what-chinas-rise-means-for-the-world. 
45 Burton, “Remaking Canada’s China strategy,” 4.
46 Paltiel, “Facing China,” 344. 
47 Paula Newton and Nicole Gaouette, “Canada caught in the middle of US-China spat over 
Huawei executive,” CNN Politics, December 17, 2018, https://www.cnn.com/2018/12/17/politics/
china-us-canada-tensions/index.html. 
48 Aleksandra Sagan, “Meat industry groups concerned over China import ban, working with gov-
ernment,” CBC News, June 26, 2019, https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/china-meat-ban-in-
dustry-goverment-canada-reaction-1.5191153. 
49 Burton, “Remaking Canada’s China strategy,” 2. 
50 Charlie Campbell, “Xi Jinping’s Party Congress Speech Leaves No Doubts Over His Leader-
ship Role,” Time, October 18, 2017, https://time.com/4986999/xi-jinping-china-19th-congress-
ccp. 
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devoted much of its energy and resources to border insecurity in Tibet, Xin-
jiang, Hong Kong, and ‘breakaway’ Taiwan, and this variable explains their 
sensitivity towards foreign criticism to their dismal human rights approaches 
in these regions. As Nathan and Scobell note, China’s internal problems in its 
frontiers define its foreign relations by comprising regional and international 
interests.51 And the external interest in China’s domestic issues leads to an 
internal perception of foreign efforts to stymie China’s ascendancy.52 These 
trends have contributed to the shift in the conduct of Chinese diplomats, 
many of whom lack the lived experience of the turbulent past, to embrace 
a hyper-nationalistic approach to foreign policy. China’s so-called “Wolf 
Warrior” diplomatic strategy has been largely detrimental and has largely 
antagonized strategic rivals and key allies.53 These ramifications affect China’s 
attitudes towards Canada. For instance, to dissuade Canada from accepting 
Hong Kong’s pro-democracy protesters, Ambassador Cong Peiwu stated that 
“Canada’s interference in China’s domestic affairs would embolden violent 
criminals” that would “jeopardize the safety of 300,000 Canadians.”54 This 
stems from Canada’s concern towards unrest in Hong Kong and its disap-
proval of the Beijing-backed National Security Law. Considering these seis-
mic shifts in the manner of Chinese politics and its effects on the country’s 
foreign relations, it is not unreasonable to view the China Trudeau engages 
with starkly contrasts the China of the late 1990s and the early 2000s, thus 
incentivizing the continuation of Canadian policy ambivalence and hardline 
approaches.

Canada’s changing geopolitical footing with China was exacerbated by the 
election of Donald Trump in January 2017, who ushered in a drastic deterio-
ration in Sino-American relations and another shift in Canadian-American 
relations. Under these evolving circumstances, the bereft space where policy 
options can be made has led to the continuation of Trudeau’s ambivalent 
China policy. Considering the “aggressive” shift in Beijing’s foreign policy in 
51 Andrew J. Nathan and Andrew Scobell, “China’s Search for Security,” (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2014): 195-221.
52 Nathan and Scobell, “China’s Search for Security,” 195-198, 220-221. 
53 Bilahari Kausikan, “China’s zealous ‘Wolf Warrior’ diplomacy highlights both Beijing’s power 
and insecurity,” South China Morning Post, June 4, 2020, https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/opin-
ion/article/3087400/chinas-zealous-wolf-warrior-diplomacy-highlights-both-beijings. 
54 Ian Young, “China unleashed ‘wolf warrior’ diplomacy on Canada. It may have backfired,” South 
China Morning Post, October 21, 2020, https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/arti-
cle/3106359/china-unleashed-some-wolf-warrior-diplomacy-canada-it-may-have.  
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the last decade, the outgoing Obama administration was able to remain in 
cordial ties with their Chinese counterparts in the face of their geostrategic 
refocus towards Asia. Under Trudeau, Canada sought to hedge towards this 
direction through improving relations with China that aimed to address the 
growing deficit in bilateral trade, raise Canada’s status in the Asia-Pacific, and 
elevate Canada’s image in global governance. In accordance with its align-
ment with the US as a geopolitical ally, Canada’s accession to the Trans-Pa-
cific Partnership (TPP) indicated that the Trudeau government viewed that 
augmenting trade relations with China did not necessarily detract support 
from the US and its Asia-Pacific allies.55 However, under the Trump admin-
istration, this form of strategic calculus was completely rebuffed and replaced 
with the infamous “America First” policy. Unsurprisingly, some of Trump’s 
first actions in office were to withdraw from the TPP and signal the inten-
tion to renegotiate the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). 
Trump’s nationalist policies further cooled economic relations when the US 
imposed a series of tariffs on Canadian imports: 25% on steel and 10% on 
aluminum in May 2018.56 For all these reasons, it is permissible to infer that 
America’s trade war with China is highly unpopular among policymakers 
in Ottawa as a protracted conflict would likely reduce Canada’s options of 
maneuvering between the two warring countries. With American credibility 
rapidly diminishing, Foreign Minister Chrystia Freeland stated that the US 
questioning its global leadership role “puts into sharper focus the need for 
the rest of us to set our own clear and sovereign course.”57 However, as close 
relations with Washington is a longstanding priority among Ottawa’s policy-
makers, Trudeau’s foreign policy focus shifted to preserving these traditional 
interests at the cost of pursuing more diversification strategies. 

China’s growth into the world’s second-largest economy and its estab-
lishment of the BRI and the AIIB to aid the administration of its global 
financial power was widely seen as a challenge to America’s global economic 
preponderance. While Trump’s America First was a direct response to these 
55 Paltiel, “Facing China,” 353. 
56 Alex Ballingall and Alex Boutilier, “Everything you wanted to know about the Canada-U.S. 
trade war but were afraid to ask,” Toronto Star, July 15, 2018, https://www.thestar.com/news/
canada/2018/07/11/everything-you-wanted-to-know-about-the-canada-us-trade-war-but-were-
afraid-to-ask.html. 
57 Edward Luce, “How America’s friends and enemies have adjusted to the age of Trump,” Finan-
cial Times, June 22, 2017, https://www.ft.com/content/9bfb6c80-56d2-11e7-80b6-9bfa4c1f83d2. 
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challenges that consequently distracted Canada’s focus on China and the 
Asia-Pacific, it was not the primary cause of Trudeau’s diminishing ability to 
implement engagement. Rather, the US–China trade war and the consequent 
fallout in Sino-American relations have constrained Canada’s options for its 
China strategy. At the centre of this conflict was the allegation that China 
practiced unfair trade practices, forced technology transfers, pursued currency 
manipulation, conducted economic espionage, and disregarded intellectual 
property practices.58 As the most capital-abundant country in the world, 
technology remains the most critical asset of the US economy. One pertinent 
issue has taken form in Huawei’s overseas expansion of its 5G telecommuni-
cations network, which has alarmed American policymakers over its techno-
logical and security concerns. To this end, America has embarked on a mul-
tilateral campaign to impel allies to block Huawei’s 5G construction. Most 
notably, the United States has mounted a “global campaign” to convince allies 
to block Huawei from building their 5G telecommunications infrastructure.59 
In Canada’s case, it appears that the government has practically blocked the 
network but has yet to make a formal announcement.60 This functions as the 
most glaring indication of Trudeau’s China policy ambivalence that serves to 
maintain goodwill with both countries in a delicate geopolitical situation. 

As mentioned previously, the sale of Aecon has led to concomitant Amer-
ican opposition which showcases how the Canadian government has been 
obligated to pick sides. Closer economic relations remain a distant possibil-
ity for the Trudeau government as the terms of the USMCA stipulate that 
signatories are permitted to terminate the Agreement with six months’ notice 
if a signatory is found to enter into a free trade agreement with a “nonmarket 
country.” The permeating atmosphere of Sino-American tension has often 
necessitated Ottawa to contend with us-or-them attitudes from the warring 
parties, and this has no doubt reduced Trudeau’s ability to fully implement 
engagement.61 While, on the other hand, Trump’s belligerence towards China 
may have convinced the Canadian public and policymakers that a hard-

58 Josh Rogin, “The United States is finally confronting China’s economic aggression,” The 
Washington Post, March 25, 2018, https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/the-united-states-
is-finally-confronting-chinas-economic-aggression/2018/03/25/3e0a2188-2f72-11e8-b0b0-
f706877db618_story.html.  
59 Lim, Sino-Canadian relations in the age of Justin Trudeau,” 34.
60 David Ljunggren, “Canada has effectively moved to block China’s Huawei from 5G, but can’t 
say so,” Reuters, August 25, 2020, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-canada-huawei-analy-
sis-idUSKBN25L26S. 
61 Lim, Sino-Canadian relations in the age of Justin Trudeau,” 34.
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line approach is viable.62 Thus, it is permissible to view that Prime Minister 
Trudeau’s preference for ambivalence in China policy stems from a belief 
that maintaining good relations with China is a priority, but the protection of 
Canada’s relationship with the United States is a matter of survival.  

This article has shown that Justin Trudeau’s hardline and ambivalent China 
policy shows continuity with the style and form of China policy of his 
predecessor Stephen Harper. Initially caustic towards China’s human rights 
policies, the consequences of the 2008 global financial crisis necessitated 
Harper to diversify from the United States trade reliance and led to restoring 
bilateral relations by way of energy cooperation. Despite improving Si-
no-Canadian political and economic relations, Harper maintained suspicion 
towards increasing Chinese commercial influence in Canada that served to 
underpin the policy of ambivalence. His successor Justin Trudeau had ini-
tially sought to reinvigorate Canada-China relations by way of engagement 
but has been severely constrained by domestic impulses that emanate from 
suspicion towards China’s economic influence in Canada through increased 
trade and Beijing’s high-profile human rights contraventions. Whereas a 
hardline approach was used to address these issues, Trudeau’s China policy 
has necessitated operational ambivalence due to the increasing assertiveness 
of Chinese foreign policy since 2008 and the deterioration of Sino-American 
and Canadian-American relationships under Donald Trump.

The particular focus on the systematic trends in Canada-China relations 
overlooks a few underlying trends that have caused changes in China policy. 
There is a paucity in China policy scholarship that focuses on the granular 
level, such as diaspora politics, lobbying, and internal party politics. Turn-
ing attention to these factors can provide a greater understanding of how 
the China policy is articulated. What is clear though, is that the systematic 
changes that Canada has faced have undoubtedly altered the manner and 
space in which China policy is formulated and implemented. These ideation-
al changes will undeniably yield gradual political, economic, and security 
changes that will have consequential effects in the next decades. 

62 Stewart Beck, “The Trump effect is changing Canadian views on China,” The Globe and Mail, 
May 3, 2017, https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/the-trump-effect-is-changing-canadian-
views-on-china/article34876913/. 
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Sur veil lance Capitalism and Big 
Data: Regulating Data Brokers  in the 
US

Key Points: 
- Societal threats like undermining democracy and data leaks through

big data are enabled by the commodification of consumer data (surveil-
lance capitalism) and agents of commodification (data brokers).

- Institutional agents should confront issues of unwarranted data collec-
tion, massive data storage, and strategic re-selling of data.

- Policy mechanisms that enable citizen-based control over their data are
likely to be more effective than existing sector-based regulations.

POLICY ISSUE
- Data brokerage enables asymmetric data availability, a higher prob-

ability of data breaches, and increased misuse of personal consumer
data.

- Measures to increase company profitability can take place through
altering individual social reality and the use of anti-competitive
market strategies to fabricate consumer demand. 

- Therefore, there is a need to increase regulation around data bro-
kers to improve the safety and privacy of citizens. 
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BACKGROUND 
Introduction to Surveillance Capitalism and Big Data 

In the United States of America (US), big data (large and complex datasets 
that cannot be processed using traditional methods) is leading technology, 
healthcare, policy, and service delivery. That is why it is important to study 
data brokers (the handlers of big data) and the process of big data manage-
ment. Surveillance capitalism uses big data to study and predict behavioural 
patterns in consumers of goods and users of services. In short, it commodifies 
personal consumer data. 

The process takes place in three steps. To begin, data is extracted from private 
users through their day-to-day experiences like social media monitoring, 
feedback methodologies, automated website chat functions, or through infor-
mation in public records (birth certificates, driver’s licenses, rental contracts, 
etc.). The collection of these massive datasets result in the creation of ‘big 
data’. Second, this information is processed through machine or artificial in-
telligence (statistical arbitrage, predictive analysis, network analysis on RStu-
dio, etc.) to obtain behavioral patterns and consumer demand predictions. 
This is also called data mining. Finally, these patterns and predictions are sold 
to businesses or organizations with an interest in consumer behaviour data. 

This data can be used to control and modify user behaviour in ways that 
provide profits for businesses or organizations. For example, Facebook’s “mas-
sive-scale” online contagion experiments, which used surveillance big data.1 
By altering subliminal cues and social comparison dynamics on Facebook, 
this experiment was able to re-shape real-life behavior and emotions.2

The Role of Data Brokers: How Much is Your Information Worth?  
By definition, “Data brokers are companies that collect personal information 
about consumers from a variety of public and non-public sources and resell 
the information to other companies.”3 In this policy brief, data brokers are 
alternatively referred to as third-party brokers, or intermediate data compa-
nies. Data brokerage companies earn profits in the following ways:  

- Comparing various products and providing product or service
recommendations based on price, brand, availability, and other
metrics.

- Analyzing behavioural predictions and user trends through pur-
chase history data, brand preferences, household income, illness in
the household, etc.

1 Janna Anderson and Rainie Lee, “Concerns About Democracy in the Digital Age,” Pew Re-
search Center, February 21, 2020,
2 Anderson and Lee, “Concerns About Democracy in the Digital Age.”
3 Dillon Kraus, “Transparency as a First Step to Regulating Data Brokers,” N.Y.U. Journal of 
Legislation & Public Policy (2021), https://nyujlpp.org/-regulating-data/.
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- Provide advisory services to manufacturing companies, financial
institutions, technology, or automobile companies by using personal
consumer information collected and processed. 

Through online information sources the following data is collected: psycho-
graphic and geodemographic data such as purchase behavior, internet usage 
(through browser history and cookies), brand preferences, leisure activities, 
and social networking activity. Data is also extracted from offline and public 
information sources like legal certificates, property deeds, driving records, and 
court cases are collected. 

On average, the price for a list of thousand people with health conditions is 
$79, the price of an email address over time is $89, and the value of online 
payment service login information is about $20-$200.4 There are nine major 
players in the data industry in the US: Acxiom, Corelogic, Datalogix, eBu-
reau, IDAnalytics, Intelius, Peekyou, Rapleaf, and Recorded Future. 

The Importance of Regulating Data Brokers in the US  
The stockpiling, analyzing, and selling of big data can ultimately lead to 
social restructuring. Therefore, the operations of data brokers have direct and 
indirect consequences that negatively impact the lives of citizens. 

Manipulation of societal behavior: By altering online cues, companies can 
influence real-world feelings and behavior that bypasses users’ awareness. This 
is done through selective recommendations and selective content exposure 
that enforces confirmation bias, the framing effect, and behavioral contagion 
(tendency for people to repeat behaviour already performed). The recommen-
dations and list of consumers targeted are provided by data brokers according 
to the needs of companies. Ultimately, it is used to alter the fundamental 
structure of society for economic or political gains. For example, the media 
attention and information sharing during the 2016 US election. There was 
a scourge of “viral” hoaxes and other kinds of misinformation propagated 
through social networking sites that was reinforced to consumers who greatly 
interacted with this content. 

Undermines democracy and privacy because of anti-competitive behavior 
by firms: Companies strategically abuse big data and use a hidden anti-com-
petitive economic model by altering product or service options to artificially 
generate demand for the most profitable goods or services. Firms create 
a false sense of accessibility and affordability for the product rather than 
genuine interest. This enables a race to the bottom for consumer goods and 
services, resulting in lower quality of goods and services. For example, a big 

4 Kraus, “Transparency as a First Step to Regulating Data Brokers.”
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reason for the 2008 crisis was taking advantage of asymmetric information 
among consumers regarding complex financial products. This led to consum-
ers buying loans that they couldn’t afford under the false sense of a perpetual 
increase in their income and housing prices.  

Higher risks of data leaks and privacy breaches: storing large amounts 
of data are subject to data security and breach risks especially, due to the 
insufficient cyber security practices by data brokers. A data breach can lead 

to financial loss, sensitive data exposure, operational downtime for essential 
services, and much more. Further, this leads to misuse of data through phish-
ing (socially engineered attacks to steal data like login credentials), blackmail, 
identity theft, access to predatory loan companies, or malicious foreign actors 
(as shown in Figure I).

Example: Social Data is a data broker that has been scraping public social 
media profiles for information without the knowledge or consent of the host 
companies. The cause of their data leak was an unsecured database sitting 
unprotected without a password due to some sort of configuration error. 

Case Study – Acxiom 
A widely known personalized marketing firm called Acxiom, headquar-
tered in Arkansas, is an important example for studying the data brokerage 
industry in the US. The firm alone recorded US$1.1 billion in revenue in 

Figure I
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2011.5 Acxiom sells personal consumer data to its clients that include Wells 
Fargo, HSBC, Toyota, Ford, and Torch Concepts (firm hired by the US army 
to predict terrorist attacks). The growth of the firm is due to a shift from 
production-oriented to marketing-oriented strategies that allow its continued 
operation and rationalize its detrimental data brokerage function.6

As opposed to credit-rating agencies like Equifax, data brokers like Acxiom 
operate below the radar and are not covered by the Federal Trade Commis-
sion and Fair Credit Reporting Act, whose purpose is to ensure privacy and 
security of consumer personal data. Additionally, citing non-disclosure agree-
ments, Acxiom does not disclose its information sources, or the full extent of 
its client database, which raises caution about its operation.7

WHY ARE EXISTING PRIVACY LAWS NOT ENOUGH? 
Data brokers have little to no regulation under existing privacy laws in the 
US and are not recognized under the law for their brokerage operations. 
Privacy laws in the US only regulate information under the jurisdiction of 
federal agencies i.e., public sector data. Consumer data in the private sector 
is not formally regulated. Despite its role protecting consumer data, privacy 
laws fail to recognize and regulate data brokers who are major collectors and 
managers of big data. Moreover, there are no accountability mechanisms to 
ensure compliance with the legislation. Third-party data brokers like Acxiom 
are not regulated under Federal Trade Commission (FTC) and the Fair 
Credit Reporting Act (FCRA). Early in 2012, the FTC set guidelines for 
data brokers to improve transparency and the use of consumer data. However, 
there is no enforcement mechanism in place. 

Second, laws like the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act 
(HIPAA) and in-state laws like California Consumer Privacy Act (CCPA) 
are fragmented and uncoordinated. Due to its incoherence, data brokers 
are left out of these regulations. Without a comprehensive and overarching 
governance mechanism, there are loopholes that fail to protect personal 
consumer data and associated data risks. 

RESEARCH 
Research Approach and Overview 

Though analyzing data is a helpful marketing tool, the role of data brokers 
has become increasingly threatening. Despite opt-out procedures in place, 
consumers utilize this opportunity minimally because procedures are costly, 

5 Chih-Liang Yeh, “Pursuing consumer empowerment in the age of big data: A comprehensive 
regulatory framework for data brokers,” Telecommunications Policy 42 (May 2018): 282-292, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.telpol.2017.
6 Yeh, “Pursuing consumer empowerment in the age of big data: A comprehensive regulatory 
framework for data brokers.”
7 Yeh, “Pursuing consumer empowerment in the age of big data: A comprehensive regulatory 
framework for data brokers.”
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tedious, and time-consuming. These procedures must be followed for each 
company and given that there are over hundreds of data brokers, this task 
seems impossible. These data removal procedures often take place through 
email, certified mail, and phone calls. 

The estimated costs per year to remove your data from mass data bases is over 
$99.8 Therefore, a common theme across research studies on data brokers is 
the need for transparency and accountability. There has been an increasing 
focus on strengthening privacy laws and restricting the selling of data from 
one economic agent to another. The research and recommendations draw 
from robust privacy laws implemented in the European Union (EU). 

Case study – The European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR) 

The GDPR harmonizes data privacy laws across the EU and regulates 
cross-border data transfers while providing official recognition of individual 
privacy rights. This framework provides robust protection from any entity 
across the public and private sectors. This means their focus is on protecting 
the owners of data rather than organizing based on the firm, sector, indus-
try, or outside the EU. This includes interlinked data privacy safeguards 
that include transparency about collection methods, the purpose for data 
analysis, correction, access, and erasure of data. The GDPR limits the number 
of data brokerage sources and establishes controlled operations through: 
(1) “all-inclusive” consent is not valid, and brokers are required to acquire
explicit consent for each data point; (2) Citizens have the “right to object” 
and demand human intervention in automated direct marketing or any part
of the data handling process. In short, the GDPR establishes data privacy
guarantees that limit the operations of data brokers and presents strict stan-
dards (and fines) on data management (refer to Figure II). Despite the robust
framework, the GDPR is subject to exceptions, divergent interpretations, and
varied legal cultures that create loopholes. 

8 Kraus, “Transparency as a First Step to Regulating Data Brokers.”

Figure II
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RECOMMENDATIONS  
The best level of legislation to deal with data brokers is on the federal level. 
This is because the focus of potential policies will be on individual data (own-
ers of data) rather than the current approach of protecting industry/ sector 
data. While the policy should be implemented on a federal level, policy/pro-
gram delivery should be regulated by state authorities. 
Introduction of a ‘Comprehensive Data Governance Framework (CDGF)’ 
Closely adopting the streamlined regulatory model of the GDPR, the central 
objective of the CDGF is a shift from industry-based to citizen-based 
regulation in the US. This way, citizens will have more control of their data 
regardless of the location of collection and processing. This encompasses four 
main objectives: (1) principle of lawfulness and transparency; (2) principle 
of data minimization; (3) principle of storage limitation; (4) principle of 
accountability. 

First, data brokers should disclose the source and amount of data collection, 
the purpose of data analysis, and all routes of personal data from collection 
to re-selling. These operations should be performed legally under institution-
al guidelines. Second, data should be collected to only what is required to 
fulfill a purpose. Indefinitely collecting data, especially personal identifiable 
data, can lead to data leaks and security breaches. This means data brokers 
should minimize data collection and data risks associated with data broker-
age practices. Also, data collection from children under age 15 should be 
with parental consent. Third, this principle supplements data minimization. 
Only a reasonable amount of data should be stored, and the rest be deleted. 
Also, stored data should be actively secured with risk mitigation products 
like anti-theft and cyber security safeguards. Lastly, enforcement regulations 
should be in place to ensure accountability for the actions of data brokers. 
There should be legal actions against any harmful consequence of data leaks, 
security breaches, or sensitive information exposure. 

Enforce an ‘Opt-In’ Rather than ‘Opt-out’ Approach of Data Collection 
An opt-in approach requires organizations to explicitly obtain consent before 
collection, processing, and re-sharing consumers’ personal data as opposed to 
the opt-out approach of filing to remove already collected data. This opt-in 
process should be user-friendly, and jargon-free. This way consumers are 
educated on information that is collected and processed. While this promotes 
consent, the costs of obtaining consent for existing information and the pro-
cess of re-structuring privacy frameworks may be expensive for firms. 

Limitations
Even though transparency and accountability are appropriate responses to 
regulating data brokers, there are two major shortcomings to this proposi-
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tion: namely, the intertwined nature of its operations and the global reach of 
digital information channels. 

First, many data brokers don’t explicitly state their brokerage function and 
are often hidden under people-based marketing, data management solutions, 
data privacy, data storage, or data analytics & strategy advisory. Therefore, 
it is a challenge for the government to separately regulate the overlapping 
company functions. Second, as online data is not bound by location and is 
hosted digitally there is an added risk of data moving across borders. It is a 
challenge to regulate data outside a country’s jurisdiction due to the different 
legal standards, privacy laws, and institutional frameworks. 

Unless a coordinated international data governance strategy is implemented 
through coordinated efforts of different countries. While this solution seems 
ideal, it is a time-consuming process and costly because of the high level of 
coordination.  

CONCLUSION
Today, there is little to moderate regulation on technology companies 
(like Google and Facebook) and there is limited governance on the role of 
third-party data brokers (like Acxiom). It is important to regulate intermedi-
ate agents like data brokers so that personal information is not misused and 
consumers are not exploited. 



119

VOLUME XXII

Bibliography
Anderson, Janna and Lee Rainie.“Concerns about democracy in the digital 

age.” Pew Research Center. February 21, 2020. https://www.
pewresearch.org/. 

Federal Trade Commission. “Data Brokers: A call for transparency and 
accountability.” 2014. https://www.ftc.gov/data-brokers.pdf.  

IBM Cloud Education. “Data Mining.” January 15, 2021. https://www.ibm.
com/data-mining. 

Kraus, Dillon. “Transparency as a First Step to Regulating Data Brokers.” 
N.Y.U. Journal of Legislation & Public Policy (2021). https://nyu-
jlpp.org/-regulating-data/. 

“Research on consumers’ protection in advantageous operation of big data 
brokers.” Cluster Computing (2019): S8387-S8400. 

Roderick, Leanne. “Discipline and Power in the Digital Age: The Case of the 
US Consumer Data Broker Industry.” Critical Sociology 40, no.5 
(2014): 729-746. DOI: 10.1177/0896920513501350. 

Twetman, Henrik, and Bergmanis-Korats, Gundars. “Data Brokers and 
Security.” NATO Strategic Communications Centre of Excellence. 
November 15, 2021. https://stratcomcoe.org/databrokers. 

U.S. Government. “Protecting your privacy.” 2021. https://www.usa.gov/
privacy.  

Yeh, Chih-Liang. “Pursuing consumer empowerment in the age of big 
data: A comprehensive regulatory framework for data brokers.” 
Telecommunications Policy 42 (May 2018): 282-292. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.telpol.2017. 



THE AT TACHÉ JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

120




