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PREFACE 

riends and allies, partners and protégés, extensions and prox-
ies—the vocabulary of US power in the form of multiples of 
itself has become so entrenched that it rarely attracts atten-
tion, and even less so critical commentary. Force multiplica-

tion is about “leverage”: using partners and proxies in an expand-
ing network, but where power still remains centralized. Forces are 
conceptualized in multi-dimensional terms. Anything in the world 
of cultural systems, social relationships, and material production 
can become force multipliers for imperialism: food security, oil, 
electricity, young leaders, aid, social media, NGOs, women’s rights, 
schoolgirls, democratization, elections, the G8, the European Un-
ion, NATO, the IMF, the World Bank, the World Economic Fo-
rum, AFRICOM, development, policing, borders, and epidemics, 
among others. This takes us to related conceptualizations of “full-
spectrum dominance,” “three-dimensional warfare,” and “interop-
erability,” in what has become an imperial syndrome. Chapters in 
this volume present diverse examples of force multiplication, rang-
ing from Plan Colombia to Bulgarian membership in NATO and 
the US-Israeli relationship, from the New Alliance for Food Secu-
rity to charitable aid and the control of migration, to the manage-
ment of secrecy. 
 Chapters in this volume represent a selection of the work that 
emerged from the New Imperialism seminar in 2014, in the De-
partment of Sociology and Anthropology at Concordia University 
in Montreal. Each chapter has been carefully developed, revised, 
and extensively edited prior to publication. Given that the topics 
that are addressed by individual chapters are quite broad, the con-
tributions to this volume should serve as useful complements to 
knowledge that readers may already have, interesting for their in-
sights as much as the empirical side of research, or they may serve 
as invitations to do further research on the part of the members of 
the reading public. 
 This volume is timely on numerous fronts. The time spanning 
the production of this book, from late 2014 to late 2015, has wit-
nessed several new and renewed US interventions overseas, from 
Ukraine to Venezuela, Iraq, Syria, Yemen, and Libya, and the non-
withdrawal of US forces from Afghanistan, where a disastrous war 
stretches into its 14th year. On the academic front, and particularly 
in North American anthropology where the word “imperialism” is 
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virtually unspeakable and the subject of deliberate or unconscious 
censorship, seminar participants have taken on a bold and unusual 
challenge. As it happens, this year is the first time that the contribu-
tors whose work was selected for this volume happen to all be an-
thropologists. Looking back over this and the past four volumes 
published since 2010, I believe that I detect a basic pattern that dis-
tinguishes the anthropologists from the sociologists: the former 
tend to prefer a case-study situated in a specific place, whereas the 
latter are more likely to study processes and broad phenomena that 
travel across numerous places, and are more likely to choose do-
mestic phenomena when producing case-studies. 
 This is the fifth volume in the New Imperialism series pub-
lished by Alert Press, and for the time being, the last. As always it 
has been my pleasure and honour to serve as the editor for such a 
collection, despite the fact that this year has been particularly chal-
lenging for personal reasons. Given the costly and time-consuming 
nature of these endeavours, and the fact that the seminar itself is 
not likely to be offered for the next couple of years at least, it will 
be a while before readers can hope to see a new volume in this se-
ries. Until next time then, I thank the reader for taking the time to 
study the contents of this volume. 



 

Introduction 

 
FORCE MULTIPLIERS: 

IMPERIAL INSTRUMENTALISM IN  
THEORY AND PRACTICE 

Maximilian C. Forte 

“Force multipliers: Machines which allow a small effort to move 
a larger load are called force multipliers. Some examples of force 
multipliers include: a crowbar, wheelbarrow, nutcracker, and 
bottle opener. The number of times a machine multiplies the 
effort is called its mechanical advantage. The mechanical advantage of a 
machine is the number of times the load moved is greater than the effort used. 
Mechanical advantage (MA) = load/effort”. (Avison, 1989, p. 109) 

“Force Multiplier. A capability that, when added to and 
employed by a combat force, significantly increases the combat 
potential of that force and thus enhances the probability of 
successful mission accomplishment.” (US Department of 
Defense [DoD], 2007, p. GL-11) 

“Observation Number 9, cultural awareness is a force multiplier, 
reflects [sic] our recognition that knowledge of the cultural 
‘terrain’ can be as important as, and sometimes even more 
important than, knowledge of the geographic terrain. This 
observation acknowledges that the people are, in many respects, 
the decisive terrain, and that we must study that terrain in the 
same way that we have always studied the geographic terrain.” 
(General David H. Petraeus, 2006, p. 8) 

 “Gender issues aren’t just personnel issues. They are intelligence 
issues! Gender is a force multiplier—if you understand how 
gender works in a particular society, you can control that society 
much more effectively!” (A senior US military lawyer speaking at 
a workshop on gender and international humanitarian law, in 
2007. Quoted in Orford [2010, p. 335]) 
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hether it is smart (as in “smart bombs” or “smart 
power”), involves stealth (“stealth technology” like the 
B-2 bomber, or “leading from behind” as in the US-led 
NATO war on Libya), uses “leverage”, employs “force 

multipliers,” or engages in “full-spectrum operations,” the political 
and military establishment of the US has produced a battery of 
terms having an aura of rationality and science. Added to the phys-
ics of dominance produced in rhetoric about “force-multipliers,” 
there is a geometry of war (“asymmetric warfare” and “three-
dimensional warfare”) and even a quasi-biology of war (“hybrid 
wars”). Power is described by military leaders using concepts of 
time, energy, mass, and velocity. Just as the US Department of 
State (DoS) announces “smart, effective American leadership” 
(DoS, 2010, p. 14), so does the US Army proclaim “the science of 
control” (US Army, 2008a, p. 6-1). It is fitting then that the new US 
Secretary of Defense, Ashton Carter, is someone who received a 
PhD in physics. What lies behind the scientific-sounding certitude 
is both a deep anxiety about the increasingly precarious global 
grasp of the US, and a signal that many other nations will face 
greater peril as the US leans more than ever on social and cultural 
forces internal to those nations in order to advance its political and 
corporate interests. 

US military spokespersons appear to have little trouble in 
speaking either plainly or in transparent euphemisms about the US’ 
quest for control over other societies, through a variety of “force 
multipliers”. Force multiplication means using leverage, proxies, 
cogs, and networks of collaborators. Force multipliers can also re-
fer to mechanisms, processes, and institutions: trade treaties, mili-
tary education, or the rule of law. Power relations are built into 
force multiplication, such as “leveraging debt”: for example, struc-
tural adjustment policies have sought to reverse long-standing po-
litical principles and legal systems originating in anti-colonialism, 
national self-determination, and anti-imperialism, by eliminating the 
socio-economic supports of self-determination (such as tariffs, 
subsidies, wages, and support for national industries; see: Hickel & 
Kirk, [2014/11/20]). The concept—if we can call it that—of the 
“force multiplier” has itself been prone to multiplication, such that 
a force multiplier can refer to anything from military technology, to 
culture in the abstract, or culture in terms of news and entertain-
ment communicated via radio, television, newspapers, and the 
Internet; gender and specifically relations between men and 
women; sexuality; law and legal enforcement systems; energy; food; 
education; “humanitarian aid” by non-governmental organizations 
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(see Forte, 2014a, pp. 8-12; Lischer, 2007); and even induced men-
tal states where according to retired US General Colin Powell, 
“perpetual optimism is a force multiplier” (Powell, 2006, slide 13). 
Simply showing images of potential force, by flying bombers over 
civilian areas with the expectation that crowds will post images to 
Twitter, is an act cast as a force multiplier designed to intimidate 
North Korea (Thompson, 2014/6/26). It seems that everything 
can or could be a force multiplier. The reason for this is due to the 
fact that in the West, militarization and securitization have reached 
such an extreme state of expansion (with practices following suit), 
that they are predicated on the potential recruitment of everything 
and everybody, manufacturing compliance with complicity as the 
desired by-product. That the means available may not produce “suc-
cessful mission accomplishment,” does not in any way deny either 
the attempt to secure control or the desire for totalizing forms of 
control. 

Events during 2014-2015 alone, the period in which this vol-
ume was developed, seem to speak to the active use of force multi-
pliers by the US in Ukraine, Venezuela, Russia, Iraq and Syria. For 
example, backing anti-government protesters in Ukraine and Vene-
zuela, both having explicit aims of overthrowing their respective, 
democratically-elected governments, succeeding in Ukraine where 
the US had an active hand in selecting pro-US “leaders” (see 
O’Connor, 2014/2/7). In addition, as confirmed in a multitude of 
US government documents, there has been extensive US financing 
and training of dozens of Venezuelan opposition groups (see 
Johnston, 2014/2/21; Capote, 2014/3/25; Carasik, 2014/4/8; US 
Embassy-Caracas, 2006/11/9). The Obama administration also 
quietly admitted to supporting activists in the 2014 protests, along 
with providing current funding worth US $5 million, among other 
means of intervening to destabilize the legitimate government (Bal-
luck, 2014/4/27; US Department of State [DoS], 2014a, p. 126; 
Busby, 2014; Weisbrot, 2014/2/18; Al Jazeera, 2014/3/14). Re-
cently, Obama went as far as officially declaring in an Executive 
Order that Venezuela was an “unusual and extraordinary threat to 
the national security and foreign policy of the United States,” a 
move typically used when imposing sanctions, and escalating inter-
vention (Obama, 2015; White House, 2015a). In this same time pe-
riod sanctions were imposed on Russia, support of NGOs in 
Russia was defended, and the US State Department appeared to be 
publicly adopting Pussy Riot, a supposed punk band that engaged 
in pornographic acts in Russian churches and museums, while also 
supporting LGBT rights in Russia, and this includes US and West-
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ern support for the “right” to spread information about “non-
traditional” sex to minors—which Western corporate media (the 
state’s private information contractors) typically denounced as a 
“draconian” law that was “anti-gay,” without any mention of chil-
dren or the fact that LGBT persons have legal protection in Russia; 
indeed, an argument has been made that Hollywood interests 
would be most affected by the passage of Russian Federation Fed-
eral Law № 135-FZ (Heiss, 2014, pp. 63, 66; also see Ossowski, 
2013/10/22). In Syria, the US began to openly support armed re-
bels with military aid, plus training, and financing. In Iraq, the US 
launched new military attacks, while loudly lauding the supporting 
role of its allies and partners (Obama, 2014a). Add all of this to 
news from recent years about Pentagon “sock puppets” in social 
media, the US crackdown on whistle blowers, and the supportive 
role played by US academics, universities, professional associations, 
and philanthropies, and we have, even so brief, a robust picture of 
US force multipliers. Typically we find such US multipliers listed in 
US documents under the banners of “democracy promotion,” 
“strategic communications,” “humanitarianism,” and “stabiliza-
tion”. 

In addition to introducing the chapters contributed to this vol-
ume, all of which speak to one or more aspects of the concept of 
force multipliers, or more broadly the imperial “physics” of domi-
nance, the aim of this chapter is to introduce and critically analyze 
the thinking and historical context implicated in the idea of force 
multipliers. This continues a project begun elsewhere (see Forte 
2014a, 2014b) involving the critique of imperial ideology and its 
social and cultural practice. Specific to this chapter, we ask and ad-
dress several questions: What is and what is not a force multiplier? 
What assumptions are at the root of the concept? Why does the US 
need force multipliers? What are the implied aims? What does the 
use of the term convey about how the US values its supposed part-
ners and allies? What does the existence of social and cultural force 
multipliers, spread worldwide, suggest about the nature of US em-
pire and its power? Since when has the US needed such multipli-
ers? Does the possession and use of force multipliers suggest 
strength, weakness, or both? 

One of my theses is that the resort to the language of science 
betrays a need for conceptual security on the part of political and 
military leaders, along with an attempt to provide assurance of clear 
thinking and successful outcomes to deeply fatigued and disgrun-
tled masses at home, and elected officials tasked with making 
budget cuts. Linguistic scientism also creates an aura of order and 
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neutrality, which helps to mask much uglier realities. Conceptual 
security, even just the “sound” of such security, is needed to offset 
the rising instability caused by US interventions around the globe, 
ranging from fighting up to eight international wars simultaneously 
(Afghanistan, Iraq, Yemen, Somalia, Libya, Syria, Pakistan, Colom-
bia), the spread of militant resistance across Africa wherever the 
US engages in military intervention, to the outright creation of 
what the US itself alludes to as “failed states” (Iraq, Libya), and 
multiple productions of chaos and disorder on the streets of Kiev 
and Caracas. In the face of such rising instability, US planners and 
their corporate allies seek to reassure themselves of eventual suc-
cess, thus gaining continued political and financial support in the 
form of new laws, and new weapons or consulting contracts. Eve-
rything, at home and abroad, is thus cast in terms of overt or im-
plied destabilization. Thus US strategists and policymakers do 
abroad what they fear at home: protests are not about free speech 
or free assembly, but about destabilization—this is why protests are 
repressed at home, yet encouraged abroad, and the fig leaf of “hu-
man rights” is not meant to be taken at face value. The “fear of the 
masses,” at the heart of democratic elitists, is now projected exter-
nally and turned into policy as “democracy promotion”. Fear at 
home continues meanwhile, and is conveyed by an “all-threats, all-
hazards” philosophy of enhanced national security awareness, with 
calls for more community policing and even the use of conserva-
tion officers as “force multipliers” in “counterterrorism” (Carter & 
Gore, 2013, p. 285). 

Related to the above thesis, one cannot help but think that, at 
best, a spurious science is being generated by strategists, offering 
imprecision that is muted by the sound of conceptual precision. 
The idea of developing force multipliers is more useful when read 
as a statement of intent, a plan, as an index of actual and desired 
reach, rather than something certain, fixed, and unambiguous. 
What is also interesting to note is that such language refuses to re-
ject or deflect conspiratorial views of power; instead, it actively 
promotes such views, thereby validating them. 

A second thesis is that the force multiplier idea, premised on 
the definition of using a small effort to move a large load, involves 
recognition of limits while threatening expansion. In simple terms, 
it can mean that either the effort is getting smaller because re-
sources are diminished (budget cuts, increased costs, rising debt, 
collapse in public support), or the load is getting larger because too 
many interventionist projects have been initiated, or both. In some 
sense, the idea masks a deeper anxiety about perceived weakness 
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and strain. This anxiety about a diminished autonomous capacity is 
starting to come out in the open: “success will increasingly depend 
on how well our military instrument can support the other instru-
ments of power and enable our network of allies and partners” 
(DoD, 2015, p. i). However, the danger comes in the desire to 
maintain the “large load,” even to increase the size of the load, 
rather than scaling back to “small effort, small load,” or “no effort, 
no load”. “Force multiplier” implies projection at the same time as 
recognition of limits, of force that is insufficient on its own and 
thus requires extensions, that is, multiples of itself. However, we 
should also note some of the changing tone—more openly wor-
ried—that we find in very recent US military statements, such as 
those of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in the 2015 Na-
tional Military Strategy: “control of escalation is becoming more diffi-
cult and more important…and that as a hedge against 
unpredictability with reduced resources, we may have to adjust our 
global posture” (DoD, 2015, p. i, emphasis added). While not going 
further and thus leaving much room for interpretation, the empha-
sized statement is still unusual in contrast with the normally assured 
tone of such documents. 

A third thesis is that the use of partners and proxies highlights 
the role of collaborators in the imperialist project. As the load-
bearing hands of US empire recede into the background, those of 
its local collaborators stand out on the front line. This shifts strug-
gles for power from the international arena, between states, to the 
domestic arena within states. Inevitably then anti-imperialist vio-
lence becomes domestic, not international, which is exactly where 
US leaders want to move such violence—“Assad is killing his own 
people” can then become the opportunistic, expedient, and disin-
genuous claim fit for rhetorical contests about “human rights” at 
the UN Security Council, as a discredited US seeks to build up its 
“soft power” among the less-informed, the forgetful, and especially 
youths. No wonder then that doctrines like the “responsibility to 
protect” (R2P) are so popular among segments of the intervention-
ist Western elite, as it allows them to treat opportunistically selected 
target states as if such states existed in a vacuum, and were not 
what they actually are: the new battlegrounds for the proxies of 
empire. 

A fourth thesis is based on recognition of the simple fact that 
the force multiplier concept is ultimately rooted in military force. 
Problematically, the concept implies that if the multipliers fail, the 
hard force behind them will be brought closer to bear, creating a 
chain-link of connections that draw US intervention in more 
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closely, turning indirect intervention into direct intervention. The 
force multiplier idea would thus appear to be a perilous, deceptive 
means of making a down payment on future US aggression against 
another nation, without wishing to telegraph such intentions too 
far in advance. 

A fifth thesis is that the force multiplier idea reduces a complex 
world to a grid-like array, that is still based on ideas of “us” versus 
“them,” masking what is still the basic doctrine of George W. 
Bush—you are either with us or against us—by encoding it into 
scientific-sounding, or scientistic, rhetoric. The world is thus re-
duced to force multipliers versus force “diminishers”. By turning 
the term into a blob concept, US leaders make it seem that every-
thing is open to intervention and manipulation, but likewise every-
thing can also diminish US power. There has been obviously, 
painfully, little effort to clarify or elaborate on the concept, that is, 
little in the way of “deep thinking” that critically examines the con-
cept, and what attempts there have been (e.g. Hurley, 2005), seem 
to obscure more than they explain by using sequences of mathe-
matical equations with invented variables. 

My sixth thesis is rather blunt: that this is all fake. By fake I 
mean that the attempt to produce a scientific effect around the idea 
of “force multipliers” is simply something intended as misdirection. 
The suggestion here is that those deploying the term are not taking 
their task seriously; they offer an underdeveloped concept as a 
gloss for a policy of destabilization—that is to say, phony science for 
real policy, masking internal uncertainty, confusion, and a refusal to 
logically think through the ramifications of policy. The scientism is 
for internal propaganda purposes, to impress peers, seniors, law-
makers, budget panels, and to convince the kinds of readers who 
might search for and consult documents of state. The fakery also 
allows proponents of the use of proxies—like the Afghan collabo-
rators identified in WikiLeaks documents whose safety, once ex-
posed, caused much public fretting among US officials—to defer 
questioning of US assumptions about the nature of humans, the 
nature of its allies, and the potential for contradictions and rever-
sals, let alone potential harm to human proxies. Ultimately, the real 
message about force multipliers is not partnership, it is domination. 

The seventh thesis, for which this chapter provides some notes 
for further development, concerns force multiplication as another 
form of capital accumulation, namely, extraction. The need to 
“multiply” plus the need to reduce energy expended, are both mean-
ingful primarily, even exclusively, as an expression of cost. What is 
thus directly implied is that the US seeks to minimize the cost of 
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any intervention in the affairs of another nation-state, by passing 
those costs onto others. Those others thus effectively subsidize US 
intervention, either “literally” by paying for it, or in analogous 
terms of taking on risk and of doing the leg work. By using humans 
as strategic resources, and by using more of them and at the least 
possible expense, we have a relation of extraction. This is the equa-
tion that is hidden by that of the force multiplier—it is not so 
much about power projection, which could also connote ideas of 
power being spread abroad, and even less power sharing, as it is 
about power extraction—rendering all others less powerful, or even 
powerless, in the face of US global expansion. Moreover, by fixat-
ing on a concept which is expressed as a function of cost, US mili-
tary planners and diplomats make calculations, and this calculating 
logic about the cost and utility of others is fundamentally an in-
strumentalist and transactionalist perspective. Such an approach 
was already abundantly evident in US theorizations of winning 
hearts and minds in Afghanistan by distributing things and offering 
jobs, in return for non-resistance or armed cooperation—reducing 
human social interaction and cultural meaning to a matter of stra-
tegic gain and rational choice on the part of individual “agents”. 
The trick for an “overstretched” empire is, of course, how to 
minimize financial burdens by instead using cultural means—
“shared values”—to win allegiance, acceptance, and acquiescence. 

Instrumental Partners: 
An Imperial Science of Agency 

For an empire whose imperialism is still denied by many, a striking 
number of terms and concepts have been generated by US leaders 
that nonetheless are premised on the root idea of “force” in achiev-
ing or securing US “global leadership”. These terms command the 
language of US military, political, and corporate spokespersons, 
and they have been influential enough to be institutionalized in 
formal military doctrine. However, in order to acquire a varnish of 
respectability and credibility, and to project the image of likely suc-
cess, these force-based terms are presented as scientific. In render-
ing domination in neutral scientistic terms, the processes involved are 
naturalized and thus depoliticized; or at least the undertone is that 
of mastery over nature, rather than the subjugation of others or 
their instrumentalization as “partners”. Partners, as in coalitions 
and alliances, are presented as “force multipliers” in numerous 
documents produced by the State and Defense Departments. The 
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amorphous concept of force multipliers is our focus, both for what 
it reveals as for what it obscures.  

Limited resources occasioned by another reality that is stated in 
physics-like terms—overstretch—is a recurring concern for US 
strategists, as is the consequent demand for operating indirectly 
through chains of allied operatives, or force multipliers. Major 
David S. Powell, in a paper for the School of Advanced Military 
Studies at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, stated that, “the concept of 
force multipliers is a key element of U.S. doctrine that asserts we 
can fight with limited resources and win” (Powell, 1990, p. 1). In 
addition, “there are several categories of force multipliers which 
include human, environmental, and organizational” (Powell, 1990, 
p. 2). The force multiplier concept is rooted in doctrines of “low-
intensity conflict,” the scientistic term for the US-directed counter-
insurgencies in Central America in the 1980s (Powell, 1990, p. 3). 
In explaining the slippery concept of force multipliers, Powell 
(1990) makes reference to Honduras, the US invasion of Grenada 
in 1983, the US invasion of Panama in 1989, Costa Rica, and the 
US invasion of Dominican Republic in 1965—primarily Latin 
American and Caribbean cases, that is, the old laboratory of US 
imperialism. But what is, and what is not, a force multiplier? For 
Powell, “a force multiplier is a tangible or intangible variable that 
increases the combat value and overall capability of a military 
force” (1990, p. 5)—which could be anything. Indeed, since then 
the concept—if we can call it that—has expanded dramatically, to 
include virtually any thing and anyone, anywhere, who might ad-
vance US interests in any measure. Far from dispelling “conspiracy 
theory,” US military and diplomatic strategists have in fact pro-
ceeded to fashion their plans in the most conspiratorial (even if un-
realistic) terms. 

In 2014 there was a surprising yet widely ignored admission 
from the White House that the use of force by the US had created 
“failed states”: “We know from hard-learned experience that it is 
better to encourage and support reform than to impose policies 
that will render a country a failed state” (White House, 2014). This 
has not stopped the US from either using force or imposing poli-
cies. The recognition that force has its limits was preceded by the 
policy to lessen US costs by spreading the burden to other actors. 
As then US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton declared, “the prob-
lems we face today will not be solved by governments alone. It will 
be in partnerships—partnerships with philanthropy, with global 
business, partnerships with civil society” (Clinton, 2009). Adding to 
this, she spoke of “the three Ds of our foreign policy—defense, 
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diplomacy and development” (Clinton, 2009). Clinton also spoke in 
terms of force multipliers: “by combining our strengths, govern-
ments and philanthropies can more than double our impact. And 
the multiplier effect continues if we add businesses, NGOs, univer-
sities, unions, faith communities, and individuals. That’s the power 
of partnership at its best—allowing us to achieve so much more 
together than we could apart” (Clinton, 2009). There would be a 
“new generation of public-private partnerships” coordinated by the 
State Department, which Clinton hailed as “smart power”—the 
emphasis being on “collaboration” and the deployment of “the full 
range of tools available” (Clinton, 2009), with tools underscoring the 
degree to which the US government instrumentalizes the agency of 
others. The purpose of such tools is to advance US interests, to en-
sure “American leadership” in the euphemistic though nonetheless 
imperial language of government spokespersons. As Obama ar-
gued, “no nation should be better positioned to lead in an era of 
globalization than America—the Nation that helped bring global-
ization about,” which he stated even as he denied any intent to 
build an empire (White House, 2010, pp. ii, iii). 

US military strategists are keen to maximize the potential for 
US dominance in the context of “globalization,” with some appre-
hension but also with a rising interest in working through the 
agency of others. The US Army’s Field Manual for Stability Opera-
tions (FM 3-07), states these concerns in the following terms: 

“As the Nation continues into this era of uncertainty and 
persistent conflict, the lines separating war and peace, enemy and 
friend, have blurred and no longer conform to the clear 
delineations we once knew. At the same time, emerging drivers 
of conflict and instability are combining with rapid cultural, 
social, and technological change to further complicate our 
understanding of the global security environment. Military 
success alone will not be sufficient to prevail in this 
environment. To confront the challenges before us, we must 
strengthen the capacity of the other elements of national power, 
leveraging the full potential of our interagency partners”. (US 
Army, 2008b, p. ii) 

The level of apprehension has recently come into clearer public 
view, with the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff exclaiming in 
what is meant to be a staid document, “today’s global security envi-
ronment is the most unpredictable I have seen in 40 years of ser-
vice” (DoD, 2015, p. i). The “complications,” “challenges,” and 
“opportunities” of globalization, have recently tended to be re-
placed by reference to “global disorder” which has “significantly 
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increased,” with the prediction being that, “future conflicts will 
come more rapidly, last longer, and take place on a much more 
technically challenging battlefield” (DoD, 2015, p. i). 

Acknowledging that military success alone is insufficient, the 
US Army speaks of “leverage,” “partners”, and continues in the 
same document to endorse “soft power,” and different kinds of 
intervention operating through international agencies—indeed, 
even the production of the manual itself was heralded as symbolic 
of this turn: “the first doctrine of any type to undergo a compre-
hensive joint, service, interagency, intergovernmental, and nongov-
ernmental review” (Caldwell & Leonard, 2008, p. 6). Lieutenant 
General William B. Caldwell, the author of FM 3-07, co-authored 
an article with Lieutenant Colonel Steven M. Leonard, the head of 
the Combined Arms Center, in which they proclaimed the arrival 
of a “Brave New World” that would require different modes of 
operation: 

“The forces of globalization and the emergence of regional 
economic and political powers are fundamentally reshaping the 
world we thought we understood. Future cultural and 
ethnocentric conflicts are likely to be exacerbated by increased 
global competition for shrinking natural resources, teeming 
urban populations with rising expectations, unrestrained 
technological diffusion, and rapidly accelerating climate change. 
The future is not one of major battles and engagements fought 
by armies on battlefields devoid of population; instead, the 
course of conflict will be decided by forces operating among the 
people of the world. Here, the margin of victory will be 
measured in far different terms than the wars of our past. The 
allegiance, trust, and confidence of populations will be the final 
arbiters of success”. (Caldwell & Leonard, 2008, p. 6) 

Here we see another articulation of the force multipliers idea: 
“Forces operating among the people of the world,” whose “alle-
giance, trust, and confidence” are critical in the new battlefield of 
this brave new world brought on by globalization. 

Given these prevailing winds, the US Army announced in 2014 
that its doctrine would “change dramatically in the near future” as 
military leaders developed the operational concept of “Strategic 
Landpower”. General Robert W. Cone, who commands the US 
Army Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC), also an-
nounced that a new warfare function would be added, called “en-
gagement”: “the new warfighting function would involve skills 
used to influence foreign governments and militaries” (Sheftick, 
2014/1/16). Along with “engagement,” Gen. Cone emphasized the 
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need for a “Human Domain” program which would take the place 
of the Human Terrain System (for more on HTS, see past volumes 
in this series). Keeping up the appearance of science, a recent mili-
tary article on the “Human Domain” opens with a quote from a 
19th-century economist: “Man, the molecule of society, is the sub-
ject of social science” (Henry Charles Carey quoted in Herbert, 
2014, p. 81). 

As with the concept of force multipliers, which Powell above 
identified as originating from US participation in the Central 
American counterinsurgencies and invasions of Grenada and Pa-
nama, so do Caldwell and Leonard find precedents for their plan-
ning not only in the US war against Vietnam but even further back 
when they link the colonial history of the US, the wars against In-
dians, Mexico, and the civil war with current formulations of coun-
terterrorism and counterinsurgency. This is rare and frank 
historicization. What Caldwell and Leonard are advocating is a re-
newal of the Civil Operations and Revolutionary Development 
Support (CORDS) program, from the Vietnam war, as the basis for 
“whole-of-government” thinking in counterinsurgency, where sta-
bility equals pacification. As they state, “effective interagency inte-
gration—a true whole-of-government approach—offered the best 
solution to insurgency and best hope for lasting success” and is 
“fundamental to full-spectrum operations” (Caldwell & Leonard, 
2008, pp. 8-9). FM 3-07 was thus explicitly intended to provide in-
formation that the branches of the armed forces, “interagency and 
intergovernmental partners, nongovernmental community, and 
even the private sector can refer to and put to use” (Caldwell & 
Leonard, 2008, p. 10). What they mask, however, is the extreme 
lethality of CORDS, and the fact that ultimately it failed to achieve 
US objectives. Suddenly, their attempt to historicize failed them. 
What is useful, on the other hand, is the fact that in the under-
standing of military strategists, force multipliers, whole-of-
government, and full-spectrum, are always ultimately and intimately 
tied to violence. Indeed, once the US commits itself by seeking out 
force multipliers in other societies, it is committing itself to a slip-
pery slope of increasingly direct intervention when those “multipli-
ers” (local politicians, local armies, journalists, NGOs, etc.) fail to 
secure the desired gains, leaving the US with stark choices: more 
direct intervention (as in Libya) or humiliating defeat (the Bay of 
Pigs, Cuba). 

Collaboration, partners, and coalitions underline the force mul-
tiplication sought by the US in avoiding what Obama calls overex-
tension, and what historians similarly call overstretch, which is the 
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classic contradiction of imperialism as much as Obama may pub-
licly gainsay this fact. The emphasis on coalitions, though not in-
vented by Obama’s predecessor, George W. Bush, was certainly 
present in Bush’s 2002 National Security Strategy, and then largely re-
peated by Obama. In 2002, Bush maintained that the US was 
“guided by the conviction that no nation can build a safer, better 
world alone,” adding in significant language that, “alliances and 
multilateral institutions can multiply the strength of freedom-loving 
nations,” listing the United Nations, the World Trade Organiza-
tion, the Organization of American States, and NATO along with 
“coalitions of the willing” as the preferred multipliers of US policy 
(Bush, 2002, p. v).  

While NATO is an obvious choice, the influence of the US in 
the OAS has declined considerably. Some might not be prepared to 
recognize the WTO and UN as arms of US policy, but this is due 
to a significant amount of misdirection and misrecognition. The 
WTO has been an excellent vehicle for the US to push its liberaliz-
ing trade agenda, which would see US corporations forced into sec-
tors of national economies where they are currently barred or 
impeded, while pressuring other societies to commodify education 
and open local media to even greater US penetration, not to men-
tion the privatization and deregulation of other public goods and 
social services (see Germann, 2005; Scherrer, 2005). The UN, 
popular misconceptions in the US notwithstanding, has become an 
imposer and enforcer of liberal capitalist norms of governance (see 
Cammack, 2006). “Good governance,” as Parthasarathy (2005, p. 
192) convincingly demonstrates, has become “one of the direct in-
struments of capitalist production,” by imposing commodified West-
ern law and ethics that open nations to foreign capital. In a grand 
display of Western ethnocentrism, various UN agencies, particu-
larly the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC), have even gone as 
far as equating the absence of multi-party elections with “human 
rights abuse” (e.g. UNHRC, 2015). The UNHRC, and its suppor-
tive NGOs such as the US-staffed and Soros-funded Human 
Rights Watch, impose a singular, Eurocentric definition of democ-
racy whose implementation has not only blocked popular and di-
rect forms of democracy, but also directly contributed to the 
generation of inter-ethnic strife in many post-colonies of the pe-
riphery. Meanwhile, most US anthropologists have remained silent 
on the issue of enforced impositions of Western-style democracy, 
while some actively participate as consultants to the State Depart-
ment, or involve themselves in various “pro-democracy” cam-
paigns that aim at regime change.1 
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Having already identified “America” with the “cause of free-
dom,” Bush added: “America will implement its strategies by orga-
nizing coalitions—as broad as practicable—of states able and 
willing to promote a balance of power that favors freedom” (Bush, 
2002, p. 24). Obama then essentially repeated the same theme in 
his 2010 National Security Strategy:  

“The burdens of a young century cannot fall on American 
shoulders alone—indeed, our adversaries would like to see 
America sap our strength by overextending our power. In the 
past, we have had the foresight to act judiciously and to avoid 
acting alone. We were part of the most powerful wartime 
coalition in human history through World War II, and stitched 
together a community of free nations and institutions to endure 
a Cold War....we will be steadfast in strengthening those old 
alliances that have served us so well....As influence extends to 
more countries and capitals, we will build new and deeper 
partnerships in every region”. (White House, 2010, p. ii) 

The emphasis on coalitions finds its way into military doctrine. FM 
3-07 discussed above lists the following goals:  

“Encouraging partner nations to assume lead roles in areas that 
represent the common interests of the United States and the 
host nation. Encouraging partner nations to increase their 
capability and willingness to participate in a coalition with U.S. 
forces. Facilitating cooperation with partner militaries and 
ministries of defense. Spurring the military transformation of 
allied partner nations by developing multinational command and 
control, training and education, concept development and 
experimentation, and security assessment framework”. (US 
Army, 2008b, p. 1-12) 

Former NATO commander, General Wesley Clark, maintained 
that “having allied support” makes a military power stronger, call-
ing an alliance a “force multiplier” (Green, 2003, p. 38). Obama re-
peated this recently, using the “force multiplier” phrase with 
reference to Libya and NATO: “We’re going to continue investing 
in our critical partnerships and alliances, including NATO, which 
has demonstrated time and again—most recently in Libya—that it’s 
a force multiplier” (Obama, 2012). Also on Libya, former US Sec-
retary of State Madeleine Albright said that, “building a multilateral 
coalition to deal with foreign conflicts actually strengthens the hand 
of the United States. The support of the United Nations Security 
Council and the Arab League for the NATO mission in Libya was 
a ‘force multiplier’,” and she advised using the “responsibility to 
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protect” principles essentially for propaganda to build military coa-
litions, thus lessening US military and political expense (however 
nominally) (Landler, 2013/7/23). 

Chapters in this volume speak directly to the alliance and coali-
tion aspects of force multiplication, in military and economic 
terms. Thus chapter 1, “Protégé of an Empire: Influence and Ex-
change between US and Israeli Imperialism,” by John Talbot, deals 
with the question of Israel as a force multiplier of US empire in the 
Middle East. Talbot’s research sought to uncover how the relation-
ship between the US and Israel impacts the foreign policy and 
global actions of both. Further his work seeks to understand what 
exactly is the “special” relationship between the US and Israel. His 
chapter explores two prominent answers to these questions and 
posits its own. One answer is that there is a significant and power-
ful pro-Israel lobby in the US which has a grappling hold on the 
US Congress, media, and within universities—suggesting that these 
are Israel’s own “force multipliers”. The Israel lobby’s actions cre-
ate ardent support for Israel’s actions and pro-Israel foreign policy 
even when this goes against US interests. The second position ar-
gues that the US is not being manipulated; rather it is acting ac-
cording to its own imperial interests. The argument assumes Israel 
was, and is, in a strategic position which works to protect the US’ 
imperial and economic interests. Both the vast reserves of oil in the 
Middle East and the spread of cultural imperialism are of interest 
to the US empire. The chapter ends with a position that the rela-
tionship is neither one-sided nor symbiotic. The US is supporting a 
protégé in the realms of nationalism, colonialism, imperialism, ex-
ceptionalism, state violence, heavy militarization, the creation of a 
state of emergency, and empire. Israel is acting as the US itself does 
while relying on its support. Understanding this relationship along-
side the other standpoints can help make sense of otherwise irra-
tional actions in which each actor may engage on the global stage. 
Talbot’s work has added significance in that it was produced just as 
the Concordia Students’ Union (CSU) officially supported the in-
ternational boycott, divestment and sanctions (BDS) campaign 
against Israeli occupation, a decision that was the product of a his-
toric vote by a majority of Concordia undergraduate student voters, 
reinforcing the decisions by graduate students and other campus 
bodies. 

In chapter 2, “The New Alliance: Gaining Ground in Africa,” 
Mandela Coupal Dalgleish focuses on the New Alliance for Food 
Security and Nutrition which claims that it will bring 50 million 
people out of poverty in sub-Saharan Africa. He examines the ori-
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gins of the New Alliance as well as the narrative that fuels New Al-
liance strategies. The chapter also considers how the value chains, 
growth corridors and public-private partnerships are furthering the 
interests of corporations while causing the further impoverishment 
of smallholder farmers in sub-Saharan Africa. The relaxation and 
reduction of regulations and laws related to trade and ownership, 
which are required for African countries to participate in the New 
Alliance, are enabling occurrences of land grabbing, contract farm-
ing and the loss of diversity and resilience in African farming sys-
tems. This chapter is also very much related to discussions (see the 
following sections) of “connected capitalism,” the existence of the 
corporate oligarchic state at the centre of imperial power, and of 
course by invoking “alliance” the chapter’s contents relate to force 
multiplication. In this instance, force multiplication has to do with 
gaining productive territory and projecting power by remaking 
food security into something controlled by Western transnational 
corporations and subject to Western oversight. 

In chapter 3, “Cocaine Blues: The Cost of Democratization 
under Plan Colombia,” Robert Majewski asks: Is the “war on 
drugs” in Colombia really about drugs? Majewski finds that the 
situation is more complex than simply a war on drugs. Instead he 
shows that rather than limiting actions to controlling and eradicat-
ing drug production, the US is on a imperialist quest of forging Co-
lombia into a country able to uphold US ideals of democracy, 
capitalism and the free market. Through the highly militarized Plan 
Colombia that came to light in 2000, the US has utilized a number 
of mechanisms to restructure the country to its own liking. The 
ways in which US imperial aims are being attained are both through 
ideological and more direct means. Ideologically, the rule of law 
acts as a legal basis for the implementation of Americanized de-
mocracy. In a more direct manner, the US is training the Colom-
bian army and employing private military security companies to 
carry out its objectives. As Majewski argues, the final aim is to cre-
ate a secure environment for foreign capital to flourish, an envi-
ronment that is even today seen as under threat by insurgent 
groups such as the Colombian Revolutionary Armed Forces 
(known by their Spanish acronym, FARC). As we will see in the 
following sections, the US’ cultivation of ties to the Colombian 
military is an excellent example of what Special Forces and US 
Army documents describe when speaking of force multipliers and 
“foreign internal defense,” allowing the US a presence by proxy in-
side the Colombian polity. 
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Chapter 4, “Bulgarian Membership in NATO and the Price of 
Democracy,” by Lea Marinova, examines Bulgaria’s membership in 
NATO—where Bulgaria now serves as one of the newer force 
multipliers of a force multiplying alliance that works to project US 
dominance. Some of the central questions raised by this chapter in 
examining the nature of Bulagria’s NATO membership are: What 
are the main arguments on the side of NATO which favour Bul-
garian participation in the Alliance, and to what ends? How is Bul-
garia advantaged from this allegiance? Through the examination of 
the Bulgarian government’s “Vision 2020” project and the partici-
pation of Bulgaria in NATO missions, it is argued that NATO is an 
instrumentalization of US imperialism. Through the exposition of 
specific socio-historical predispositions which led to that associa-
tion, the link between the interests of the US in having Bulgaria as 
an ally by its side in the “global war on terrorism” is demonstrated. 
Marinova argues that it is important to produce critical investiga-
tion of organizations such as NATO, which claim to promote 
“democracy, freedom and equality,” because behind this discourse 
there is a reality of creating political and economic dependency, 
while public and political attention is removed from this reality as 
the country’s internal problems continue to escalate. 

Chapter 5, “Forced Migrations: An Echo of the Structural Vio-
lence of the New Imperialism,” by Chloë Blaszkewycz, shows how 
borders too can be used as force multipliers, or feared as force di-
minishers—either way, Blaszkewycz brings to light the territoriality 
of the so-called new imperialism which is routinely theorized as be-
ing divorced from the territorial concerns of the old colonial form 
of imperialism. Her chapter explores migratory movement as being 
influenced by the structures supporting the new imperialism. Har-
sha Walia’s concept of border imperialism is used as a starting 
point to understand the different level of oppression and forms of 
violence coming from the US new imperialism. Even though 
scholars are less likely to talk about the territorial forms of domina-
tion in the new imperialism, when analyzing migratory movement 
one is confronted with the fortification of borders, both material 
and psychological ones. Therefore, adding the concept of the bor-
der into imperialism is a paramount, Blaszkewycz argues. Border 
imperialism legitimizes structural, psychological, physical and social 
violence towards migrants through narratives of criminalization 
and apparati of control such as detention centres that are an exten-
sion of the prison system. In brief, in a paternalistic way the US is 
compelling the migration trajectory of Others and forces people to 
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be in constant movement. Therefore this is also a significant con-
tribution for bridging migration studies with studies of imperialism. 

Chapter 6, “Humanitarian Relief vs. Humanitarian Belief,” by 
Iléana Gutnick, continues themes that were heavily developed in 
the fourth of our volumes, Good Intentions. It plays an important 
role in this volume for highlighting how humanitarian doctrines, 
NGOs, and development, are forms of foreign intervention that 
also serve as force multipliers for the interests of powerful states. 
Moreover, Gutnick argues that humanitarian aid discourse is volun-
tarily misleading in that it shifts the public’s focus of attention to-
wards seemingly immediate yet irrelevant ways of coping with the 
world’s problems. The pursuit of development has become the ba-
sis of action for foreign intervention in all sectors. This chapter 
tries to present the actual causes of “poverty” in an attempt to re-
contextualize it within its political framework to shed light on pos-
sible solutions, if there are any. 

Chapter 7, “On Secrecy, Power, and the Imperial State: Per-
spectives from WikiLeaks and Anthropology,” which has been 
written and somewhat redeveloped since 2010, focuses on the de-
mand for secrecy that is occasioned by an imperial state relying 
heavily on covert operations and whose own forms of governance 
are increasingly beholden to the operations of a “shadow state”. 
This chapter is thus related to discussions of “connected capital-
ism” and the corporate oligarchic state discussed below. I proceed 
by examining how WikiLeaks understands strategies of secrecy, the 
dissemination of information, and state power, and how anthro-
pology has treated issues of secret knowledge and the social con-
ventions that govern the dissemination of that knowledge. In part, 
I highlight a new method of doing research on the imperial state 
and its force multipliers, which rests heavily on the work of anti-
secrecy organizations, of which WikiLeaks is paramount. 

Scientific Imperialism 

“A fundamental law of Netwonian physics applies also to 
military maneuver: one can achieve overwhelming force by 
substituting velocity for mass”. (Maj. Gen. Robert H. Scales, 
2003) 

“Are we to reserve the techniques and the right to manipulate 
peoples as the privilege of a few planning, goal-oriented and 
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power-hungry individuals to whom the instrumentality of 
science makes a natural appeal? Now that we have techniques, 
are we in cold blood, going to treat people as things?” (Gregory 
Bateson quoted in Price, 2008, pp. 35-36) 

Major General Robert Scales is a fan of scientific allusions. In one 
publication he classed world wars into a typology where World War 
I was “the chemists’ war,” World War II was “the physicists’ war,” 
World War III (the Cold War) was “the information researchers’ 
war,” and World War IV (the “war on terror”) is “the social scien-
tists’ war,” based on a typology produced by Alan Beyerchen, a his-
torian at Ohio State University (Scales, 2006). Scales sees World 
War IV as dispersed, distributed and nonlinear, with an emphasis 
on human and biological “amplifiers”. World War IV, he argues, 
“will cause a shift in classical centers of gravity from the will of 
governments and armies to the perceptions of populations” and 
success will depend on “effective surrogates” (Scales, 2006). “In 
war, speed kills,” he wrote in a book as if producing an incontro-
vertible formula (Murray & Scales, 2003, p. 245). Scales is not a 
self-made man, nor a scientist; if his writings gained notoriety, and 
he gained prominence, it is due to institutions, cultural phenomena, 
and an ideology that precedes him, and that was appointed by po-
litical elites. The relationship between modern science and imperial-
ism is a long recognized one, and here we will only glimpse select, 
contemporary, aspects relevant to the current period of the new 
imperialism. 

Introducing the 2002 National Security Strategy, then US Presi-
dent George W. Bush announced that, “innovation within the 
armed forces will rest on experimentation with new approaches to 
warfare, strengthening joint operations, exploiting U.S. intelligence 
advantages, and taking full advantage of science and technology” 
(Bush, 2002, p. 30). From early on after September 11, 2001, the 
connections were drawn between selling warfare as scientifically 
sophisticated and calling for “joint operations” and “interoperabil-
ity” with other militaries. Here I will focus on the “science” that is 
used to bolster the political and intellectual credentials of contem-
porary interventionism. 

As others have observed, since World War II science and de-
velopment have become two new reasons of state, added to that of 
national security and, “in the name of science and development 
one can today demand enormous sacrifices from, and inflict im-
mense sufferings on, the ordinary citizen. That these are often will-
ingly borne by the citizen is itself a part of the syndrome; for this 
willingness is an extension of the problem which national security 
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has posed over the centuries” (Nandy, 2005, p. 21). Science, as 
Nandy notes, can inflict violence in the name of national security 
and development. Furthermore, science is becoming “a substitute 
for politics” in many societies (Nandy, 2005, p. 27). Nandy traces 
the idea of science as a reason of state to a speech made by Presi-
dent John F. Kennedy in 1962, in which Kennedy declared one of 
America’s major national goals to be, “the scientific feat of putting 
a man on the moon….science was, for the first time, projected in 
Kennedy’s speech as a goal of a state and, one might add, as a sub-
stitute for conventional politics” (Nandy, 2005, p. 22; see Kennedy, 
1962). Kennedy showed that, “a wide enough political base had 
been built in a major developed society for the successful use of 
science as a goal of state and, perhaps, as a means of populist po-
litical mobilization” (Nandy, 2005, p. 23). The sign of science has 
acquired so much value, that it appears the political and military 
elites have decided that even just the sign rather than the substance 
of science will suffice—hence, “force multipliers” advanced as if a 
serious, scientific concept. 

In other words, what we are dealing with here is more scien-
tism than science—an image, veneer or allusion to science, in a 
rhetorical play that produces what we might call an aesthetic of sci-
ence. This rests on the cultural work that has been done such that 
“scientificity” is socially accredited” and becomes an important ob-
jective because of the force of “belief which produces the appear-
ance of truth” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 28). 

Scientism can also be used to quell intellectual insurgency, or at 
least to keep it at bay and thin its ranks. In terms of science in rela-
tion to politics, as Bourdieu (1990, p. 6) explained, “political ambi-
tion...is dissimulated by scientistic neutralism”. Science acts as a 
social force that produces legitimacy: 

“In the struggle between different representations, the 
representation socially recognized as scientific, that is to say as 
true, contains its own social force, and, in the case of the social 
world, science gives those who hold it, or who appear to hold it, 
a monopoly of the legitimate viewpoint, of self-fulfilling 
prophecy”. (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 28) 

Appeals to science and reason work to “block off the paths leading 
(back) to power” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. xxv). 

In light of what Nandy and Bourdieu explained, Scales makes 
sense: his Newtonian overtures cleanse the field of discussion of 
the massive amount of bloodshed and intimidation wrought by US 
intervention. Instead of frank political analysis, we are treated to 
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the simplistic pseudo-physics of “force multipliers” that bounce 
against “demultipliers,” a “spoiling factor” that results from “the 
enemy having and using a specific force multiplier,” implying “a 
reciprocal type effect” (Powell, 1990, pp. 6, 7). Obviously, the idea 
being copied here and pasted onto complicated social and political 
realities is the idea that for every action there is an equal and oppo-
site reaction (Newton’s Third Law of Motion—this same idea re-
turns to our discussion later in the guise of the “blowback” 
concept). Time is also treated in military analyses as something that 
reigns above social and cultural realities—reference is made to “the 
golden hour,” or “that limited amount of time in which we enjoy 
the forbearance of the host nation populace” (Caldwell & Leonard, 
2008, p. 11). Scientism in US intervention also facilitates the milita-
rization of civilian diplomatic activities, in the name of “develop-
ment”: in 2011 it was announced that the US Agency for 
International Development (USAID) planned to establish a “Geo-
graphic Intelligence Center” utilizing Geographic Information Sys-
tems (GIS) to focus on “mapping a number of topics such as food 
security, development economics, cultural issues, social issues, po-
litical issues” (Rasmussen, 2011). Both the hardware and software 
to be used had been developed in multiple forms by the Defense 
Department, and the program itself closely mirrored that of the 
Human Terrain System. As a West Point blog stated in conclusion: 
“the ability to apply geospatial analysis and spatial thinking is a 
force multiplier in achieving mission objectives” (Rasmussen, 
2011). 

Yet, who are these “effective surrogates” that Scales men-
tioned above? For now they appear to form a lifeless category, 
without their own (conflicting) interests or competing local agen-
das. Recent history is filled with the US’ numerous “ineffective” 
surrogates who would become targets of the US itself in some 
cases, from Ngo Dinh Diem, the president of South Vietnam over-
thrown in a US-backed coup on November 1, 1963, to Hamid 
Karzai, the president of Afghanistan, to those formerly on the CIA 
payroll such as General Manuel Noriega in Panama and Saddam 
Hussein in Iraq. In the same vein, the assumption is that “surro-
gates” will offer pure submission to US policy, and not pursue their 
own interests. Sometimes the results of such a flawed assumption 
become the basis for public revelations, such as the recent one 
concerning extensive fraud, waste, and mismanagement of US de-
velopment funding in Afghanistan, that highlights the role of force 
multipliers in dispersing and limiting US efforts: “The reports by 
the special inspector general underscore the inherently chaotic na-
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ture of development that relies on private contractors and local 
agencies. Records disappear, agencies do not measure progress ac-
curately and outright corruption drains government funds, espe-
cially in war zones” (Nixon, 2015/8/24). 

Machinism 

“It was indeed as a machine that the colonialists themselves 
often envisaged the operations of colonial power”. (Young, 
1995, p. 166) 

The force multiplier, as defined in physics, is precisely a machine. 
But then why would the machine be used to understand socio-
cultural aspects of political power? As some historians have ob-
served, in American thinking the “machine in all of its manifesta-
tions—as an object, a process, and ultimately a symbol—became 
the fundamental fact of modernism” (see Wilson, Pilgrim, & Tash-
jian, 1986, p. 23). That industrialization should inspire the mecha-
nization of social life and the production of cultural meaning such 
that the machine is fetishized, is understandable. The choice of 
“force multiplier” as the mechanized means to explain power is 
thus not accidental. What the choice (however unconscious) reveals 
is the manner in which the strategists of “American leadership” 
think of the qualities of US power, and the qualities of other hu-
man beings. The omnipresence of the machine brings to mind the 
philosophical viewpoint of the Iranian revolutionary sociologist, Ali 
Shari’ati, and his work on machinism. As Shari’ati explained, “Ma-
chinism leads to the domination of the Machine over human life 
and substitution of the Machine for creative and determining man. 
Hence man becomes absent from himself” (quoted in Manooche-
hri, 2005, p. 296). A “man” who has become “absent from him-
self” then is the ideal “force multiplier” that serves as a spear-
carrier for the US empire. Edward Said also pointed out the machin-
ist conception of British imperial ideologues, such as Lord Cormer, 
who saw the British empire as consisting of a seat of power in the 
West and a “great embracing machine” in the East: “What the ma-
chine’s branches feed into it in the East—human material, material 
wealth, knowledge, what have you—is preceded by the machine, 
then converted into more power” (Said, 1978, p. 44). 

In this manner of conceptualization, US strategists reveal a 
stark inhumanity in their own power, while diminishing the human 
qualities of their “surrogates,” who appear as divorced from their 
own cultures, as free-floating actors who will somehow lead others 
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to “prosperity,” which in light of these machinist understandings 
can only mean a barren path of imitative consumption. Put simply, 
the “force multiplier” idea betrays a deeply bleak conception of 
humanity—but even more troubling is that sometimes there seem 
to be agents willing to satisfy the conception’s conditions. 

The Imperial Mechanics of Control 

Gen. Petraeus’ notion that “cultural awareness” is a “force multi-
plier” was offered as part of a spread of supposed insights on how 
to achieve success in the military occupation of Iraq (see Petraeus, 
2006, p. 3; see Figure I.1). Among these were related ideas of acting 
through the efforts of Iraqis: quoting from the counterinsurgents’ 
favourite source of colonial inspiration, T. E. Laurence, Petraeus 
wrote, “do not try to do too much with your own hands”. He 
stressed the need for rapid action: “every Army of liberation has a 
half-life”. Petraeus added that, “increasing the number of stake-
holders is critical to success” and that “ultimate success” (left unde-
fined) depends on “local leaders”. Others were to act as 
mechanisms of US control, in this alleged science of counterinsur-
gency. Both “community,” “culture,” and “gender” would also 
form part of the imperial mechanics of control as force multipliers. 
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Figure I.1: General Petraeus and His Force Multipliers 

US Army General David H. Petraeus (centre), then commander of NATO’s US-
led International Security Assistance Force in Afghanistan, is shown on April 13, 
2011, with the Governor of Helmand province, Gulab Mangol (right), and un-
specified “other national leaders”. They are being briefed by Abdul Karim Bara-
hawi, the provincial governor of Nimroz, before attending a conference of “local 
authorities and tribal members” led by President Karzai in Zaranj, Nimroz prov-
ince. (Photo: US Marine Corps, Sgt. Mallory VanderSchans) 

 
Community has since then been redefined as an arm of the po-

lice state. “The community” was to be included in “law enforce-
ment’s battle against the threat of terrorism,” an FBI intelligence 
analyst wrote, and the FBI should “train residents to become its 
eyes and ears because officers simply cannot do it alone,” predicta-
bly adding as a conclusion: “building law enforcement-community 
partnerships can constitute the ultimate force multiplier” (Gaylord, 
2008, p. 17). For its part, the US Department of Homeland Secu-
rity identified “the community” as playing a central role in informa-
tion collection and planning efforts. Homeland Security also 
concluded that this role “can be likened to the force multiplier ef-
fect—the community acting as the ‘eyes and ears’ of law enforce-
ment” (Carter & Gore, 2013, p. 295). As for “culture,” what 
Petraeus called “cultural awareness” became “cultural intelligence” 
in the works of others, who advertised it as “a force multiplier that 
is relatively inexpensive and, if properly harnessed, can furnish a 
return on investment far in excess of its cost”—then chillingly add-
ing with the tone of someone training customer service representa-
tives: “After all, conflict in general, and military operations 
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specifically, are all about the people” (Spencer, 2009, n.p.). Gender, 
about which more will be discussed further on, would also be cast 
as a force multiplier of US military operations, as highlighted in the 
opening quotes of this chapter. This is deeply problematic, in part 
due to the following reason: 

“to become an object of knowledge is to become a potential 
target. So to introduce gender, or bodies, or human suffering 
into the system for producing knowledge about war 
automatically means that knowledge about gender, or bodies, or 
human suffering becomes part of the targeting machine”. 
(Orford, 2010, p. 335) 

Where matters become more confusing is when dealing with 
people as force multipliers of US interests, or as the eyes and ears 
of the US security apparatus. Are such people selfless? Why would 
they serve as force multipliers? Bringing to the fore their basic, in-
strumentalist assumptions, US military writers openly speak of buy-
ing support (Petraeus, 2006, p. 5; DeFrancisci, 2008, pp. 177, 179). 
Thus money becomes the force multiplier; however, where the 
confusion arises is about whom or what is the force multiplier in 
this equation. There seems to be little effort devoted to making any 
distinction in the military literature. 

Force Multipliers and Secrecy: 
Categories without Contents? 

In no US military or State Department document that is meant for 
public access will one find anything like a list of specific, named en-
tities that constitute “force multipliers”. The category is continually 
multiplied and expanded—everything from a strategically situated 
fuel depot to a NGO is a force multiplier—ranging from things, to 
persons, organizations, to social groups and cultural constructs, and 
even states of mind. This cannot be a science if it refuses to iden-
tify its units of analysis or its basic methodology. This pretend sci-
ence lacks even the most rudimentary bases for developing an 
analytical frame, such as a typology, defined categories, and so on. 
This realization might lead some to raise questions of the real value 
of the scientific-sounding rhetoric deployed by officials—since it 
fails to adequately describe, let alone explain, then what does it 
serve? More to the point, what does it obscure, even as it reveals 
the basic instrumentalism at the root of US conceptions of the role 
the world’s others in its plans? Perhaps the military and State De-
partment have found a tactful, neutral-sounding trope for speaking 
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of what is in fact tacitly understood by them as servitude, decep-
tion, exploitation, and subordination—a successful trope it seems, 
given the lack of any study in the English language that is critical of 
the force multipliers trope. 

On the other hand, as in the examples that follow, we know of 
many actual instances of individuals, communities, and organiza-
tions that have collaborated with US imperial projects—including 
journalists, “human rights activists,” trade unions, entertainment 
industries, churches, armed ethnic factions, government officials, 
and so forth. The US may lack a science of force multipliers, but it 
does not lack actual proxies that play that role. What lies unspoken 
between the official, publicly accessible document on force multipli-
ers (like the ones referenced in this chapter), and the eventual reve-
lations of which persons and groups colluded with the US, is a 
body of documentation that is secret. This is where WikiLeaks (see 
chapter 7, this volume) serves as one of the entities that fills this 
obvious gap, where we can learn of the named entities that act as 
proxies, as agents, as indirect instruments of US power, as identi-
fied for example in the diplomatic cables published by WikiLeaks, 
among other troves of data. 

However, simply compiling a catalogue of such proxies, how-
ever interesting and illuminating, would be insufficient and poten-
tially incomplete. The reason is that interpretation is still required—
it is not a mere matter of factual listing. “Force multipliers” may 
risk equalizing and homogenizing considerable diversity, while pa-
pering over deep contradictions and potential reversals. Difficulties 
are caused by differences in intentionality among the actors con-
cerned, the duration of collaboration, the material extent of col-
laboration, and the diversity of actors’ external relationships, to 
name only four factors. Association may be confused with affilia-
tion, if two very different “force multipliers” are simultaneously 
present in a US-centred network. As an example, X and Y are both 
proxies of the US, but X and Y are otherwise opposed to each 
other (on military, religious, ethnic, or broadly political grounds)—
they have a common association with the US, but are not affiliated 
with one another. The fact that they are both allied to the US does 
not entail that they are allies to each other. Then there can be prox-
ies that may be serving different interests of competing state pow-
ers, that is, proxy X collaborates with states A, B, and C, where A, 
B, and C are competing against each other.  

Misrecognition among actors may occur as well: X believes 
that the US is actually its proxy, not the other way around, a mis-
recognition that forgets the unequal distribution of power between 
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the two. Indeed, historical amnesia, combined with opportunism in 
the quest for short-term gain, and a political naïveté that allows X 
to believe it can pick and choose among facets of US power, and 
that it may choose when and for how long it can rely on US sup-
port, is at the base of misrecognition. A current example of this in-
volves the People’s Defense Units (or YPG), the militia of the 
Kurdish Democratic Union Party in Rojava, Syria. When it thought 
convenient, the YPG welcomed the US-led NATO bombardment 
of positions of the encroaching Islamic State (ISIS), helping to le-
gitimize and validate US intervention among some Western leftists 
(anarchists in particular) who also assumed that NATO could be 
used like an à la carte item—a similar miscalculation made by some 
Libyan insurgents, in the very recent past. Divorced from any of 
the apparently dreaded “propaganda” about imperialism, NATO is 
misunderstood as another Western package to be imported and 
consumed, as if it could be somehow disaggregated from the agen-
das, interests, rationales and policies of the power-hungry state 
structures that make NATO possible. The reflex anti-anti-
imperialism that meets with the approval of the US State Depart-
ment meant that anti-imperialists were to be mocked, while those 
calling for US intervention invoked spurious analogies with the 
Spanish Civil War, and received applause. A few months later and 
it would now be the YPG who would be in NATO’s sights, as 
Turkey (a NATO member) bombarded its positions with NATO’s 
approval—and nobody mentioned “Spain” any more. Turkey re-
fuses to make a distinction between the YPG and ISIS, especially 
since Turkey is fighting its own domestic war against armed ele-
ments of the Kurdish Workers Party (PKK) who are allied to the 
YPG. Apparently absent in all of this was any careful thinking 
about history, context, direction, and purpose of US power projec-
tion in Iraq and Syria, which certainly is not designed to serve the 
interests of the putatively socialist and strategically insignificant 
YPG. Ants cannot long afford to dream that they are elephants. 

Diverging agendas and momentary role reversals also render 
the force multipliers’ landscape problematic. One example would 
be that, at the same time as the US claims to be fighting a “war on 
terror,” pitching itself in battle against “Islamic extremists,” it has 
tacitly collaborated with such forces in Bosnia, Kosovo, pre-9/11 
Afghanistan, Chechnya, Libya, and Syria, to name the better known 
examples. Momentary convergences—when enemies are shared in 
common, and opportunism is the deciding factor on both sides—
may mean that a group such as Al Qaeda is a force multiplier in 
one moment, but not in the next. ISIS (whatever it may be) can be 



MAXI MI L IA N C.  F ORTE 
 

28 

the target of US bombardments, but at the same time it is the crea-
ture of funding, material support, and recruitment from Saudi Ara-
bia and the Gulf states, that is, US allies. This is why one cannot 
merely list “force multipliers,” because the positioning as such is 
often momentary, shifting, subject to reversal and even fighting 
among “force multipliers” allied to the US. In addition, the lessons 
of the old colonial principle of divide and rule have not been lost 
on US strategists, even though they may be lost to the opportunists 
who cry for air support. 

The US may have found strength in its weakness—its dimin-
ishing resources requiring the supportive work of others, who thus 
renew and extend US power. However, it may also be creating 
many new weaknesses in this new strength, as symbolically repre-
sented by its own ambassador in Libya, along with CIA agents and 
US military forces, being attacked and murdered in Benghazi, alleg-
edly by those who benefited from US intervention in Libya. 

Stealth Imperialism: Infiltration, Disruption, Destabilization 

The force multiplier mechanism is not just something envisioned in 
military writing, but is instead a cornerstone of US intervention, 
both overt and covert. The CIA uses the term “disruption” when 
referring to the covert support of allied agencies who aid the CIA 
in the capture of so-called “terrorists”—collaborating security 
forces in other countries then hide the fact of CIA involvement 
(Johnson, 2004, pp. 15, 16). Regarding destabilization, in 1987 the 
US created the Special Operations Command, based in Tampa, 
Florida; its mission was to engage in “low-intensity conflict” by 
covering units that worked closely with the CIA and Defense Intel-
ligence Agency (DIA), while training units from target nations with 
the aim of marshalling them towards destabilizing or overthrowing 
their own governments (Johnson, 2004, pp. 71-72). As Chalmers 
Johnson explained, in 1991 the US Congress, “inadvertently gave 
the military’s special forces a green light to penetrate virtually every 
country on earth” (Johnson, 2004, p. 72). Congress did so by pass-
ing (Section 2011, Title 10) that authorized the Joint Combined 
Exchange Training (JCET) program, allowing the Pentagon to send 
Special Operations Forces on overseas exercises with military units 
of other countries, “so long as the primary purpose of the mission 
was stated to be the training of our soldiers, not theirs” (Johnson, 
2004, p. 72). One consequence is that such forces can then engage 
in espionage: “They return from such exercises loaded with infor-
mation about and photographs of the country they have visited, 
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and with new knowledge of its military units, terrain, and potential 
adversaries” (Johnson, 2004, p. 72). This law also permitted US 
Special Forces to “train foreign military forces in numerous lethal 
skills, as well as to establish relationships with their officer corps 
aimed at bringing them on board as possible assets for future po-
litical operations” (Johnson, 2004, p. 72). By 1998 the Special Op-
erations Command had established JCET missions in 110 countries 
(Johnson, 2004, p. 72). During 1998 alone, Special Forces opera-
tions “were carried out in each of the nineteen countries of Latin 
America and in nine Caribbean nations” (Johnson, 2004, p. 73). 

In 1990 the US Army published Doctrine for Special Forces Opera-
tions (Field Manual No. 31-20) which described one of the principal 
activities of Special Forces on JCET missions as training foreign 
militaries in what the Army calls “Foreign Internal Defense” (FID). 
As Johnson noted, “most of the training exercises are meant to 
prepare foreign militaries for actions against their own populaces or 
rebel forces in their countries” (Johnson, 2004, p. 73) Brig. Gen. 
Robert W. Wagner of the US Southern Command in Miami told 
the Washington Post that FID is the “heart” of special operations, 
and an officer of the US Special Forces Command asserted that 
FID is “our bread and butter” (quoted in Johnson, 2004, p. 73). 
Stripped of the euphemisms, Johnson called FID little more than 
“instruction in state terrorism” (Johnson, 2004, p. 73). 

Special Forces do not just train foreign militaries as part of 
FID missions, they also support insurgent groups trying to over-
throw their governments: 

“SF can conduct a UW [Unconventional Warfare] mission to 
support an insurgent or other armed resistance organization. The 
United States may undertake long-term operations in support of 
selected resistance organizations that seek to oppose or 
overthrow foreign powers hostile to vital US interests. When 
directed, SF units advise, train, and assist indigenous resistance 
organizations. These units use the same TTP [tactics, techniques, 
and procedures] they employ to conduct a wartime UW mission. 
Direct US military involvement is rare and subject to legal and 
policy constraints. Indirect support from friendly territory will be 
the norm”. (US Army, 1990, p. 1-17) 

Using local actors, in fact even creating insurgent armies, with the 
explicit aim of overthrowing foreign governments is stated in very 
direct terms within the Army document, in an absolutely brazen 
violation of international law: 
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“The United States cannot afford to ignore the resistance 
potential that exists in the territories of its potential enemies. In 
a conflict situation or during war, SF can develop this potential 
into an organized resistance movement capable of significantly 
advancing US interests….the objectives may range from 
interdicting foreign intervention in another country, to opposing 
the consolidation of a new hostile regime, to actually 
overthrowing such a regime”. (US Army, 1990, p. 9-5) 

What the US Army deceptively terms “resistance” organizations, 
are intended as force multipliers, “that enhance US national inter-
ests” (US Army, 1990, p. 9-5).  

Even as Indonesia was conducting genocide in East Timor, US 
JCET missions in Indonesia were expanded in the 1990s, despite 
the US Congress cutting off military aid (Johnson, 2004, p. 78). It is 
interesting to note the individual force multipliers at work, and 
their web of interests: beneficiaries of the JCET missions were US 
partners in Indonesia, such as Lt. General Prabowo, a business 
partner of President Suharto; Prabowo’s wife was Suharto’s daugh-
ter and she owned a sizeable share of Merrill Lynch Indonesia; 
Prabowo was himself “a graduate of elite military training courses 
at Fort Benning, Georgia, and Fort Bragg, North Carolina” and 
had spent “ten years fighting guerrillas in East Timor, where he 
earned a reputation for cruelty and ruthlessness”—his units partici-
pated in 24 of the 41 US military exercises (Johnson, 2004, p. 78). 
Indonesian commandos under Prabowo were also trained by the 
US in “military operations in urban terrain” following the outbreak 
of the Indonesian economic crisis (Johnson, 2004, p. 78). US 
President Bill Clinton’s Secretary of Defense, William Cohen, vis-
ited Indonesia at the height of the economic crisis, meeting for 
hours with Prabowo, with the visit taken as a green light “to use 
force to maintain the political status quo in the face of protests 
against the International Monetary Fund’s hyperausterity measures” 
(Johnson, 2004, p. 79). 

The introduction of US “military advisors” into a “host na-
tion” requires the government of that host nation (HN) to serve as 
a force multiplier by paving the way for a US military presence: 
“before advisors enter a country, the HN government carefully ex-
plains their introduction and clearly emphasizes the benefits of 
their presence to the citizens” (US Army, 2003, p. I-5). The US 
Army and its Special Forces also instruct the host government to, 
“provide a credible justification to minimize the obvious propa-
ganda benefits the insurgents could derive from this action”—
which serves to underline the esteem in which propaganda is held 



INTROD U CTI ON 
 

31 

by the US military, and their worry about their status and presence 
being named for what it is: “the country’s dissenting elements label 
our actions, no matter how well-intended, an ‘imperialistic inter-
vention’” (US Army, 2003, p. I-5). Again, how the US and its client 
state are judged, is a matter of utmost strategic importance for the 
US in a counterinsurgency situation, as it indicates under the head-
ing of “populace and resources control”: “if the insurgents win 
popular support among the majority of the populace, the HN gov-
ernment’s military successes are irrelevant” (US Army, 2003, p. 3-
22). Given the degree to which public opinion can impact on the 
US military, it is no wonder then that it undertakes major opera-
tions in Hollywood, in Silicon Valley, and reacts as harshly as it has 
done against WikiLeaks (see chapter 7 in this volume). 

When US leaders speak of “engagement” they are summing up 
the full range of activities described above. As retired US Army 
Colonel Andrew Bacevich explains about engagement, 

“this anodyne term encompasses a panoply of activities that, 
since 2001, have included recurring training missions, exercises, 
and war games; routine visits [abroad]...by senior military officers 
and Defense Department civilians; and generous ‘security 
assistance’ subsidies to train and equip local military forces. The 
purpose of engagement is to increase U.S. influence, especially 
over regional security establishments, facilitating access to the 
region by U.S. forces and thereby laying the groundwork for 
future interventions”. (Bacevich, 2008, p. 47) 

As he also explains, US requests for over-flight rights and permis-
sion to use local military facilities are also a part of “engagement” 
and a form of intervention that can permit escalation when desired. 

“Stealth imperialism” was a term used by Chalmers Johnson to 
describe the Pentagon’s JCET operations, as well as the US’ public 
and private arms sales abroad. He noted that the US is the world’s 
largest exporter of weapons, the source of 49% of global arms ex-
ports, selling to over 140 countries (Johnson, 2004, p. 88). The sale 
of weapons could be construed as having an intended “force mul-
tiplier” effect—as Johnson explains, according to the White House 
under Bill Clinton, “the United States’ arms export policies are in-
tended to deter aggression,” and to “increase ‘interoperability’ of 
the equipment of American and allied armies” (Johnson, 2004, p. 
88). Arms sales also provide justification for contacts with foreign 
military officers: “as a means to get to know [foreign military] lead-
ers personally and to develop long-term relationships of trust” 
(Johnson, 2004, p. 91). 
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However, Johnson’s understanding of imperialism, like that of 
his other libertarian colleagues in academia, was almost exclusively 
focused on the “big government” dimensions of imperialism, such 
as military expansion with the growth in the number of bases 
abroad, heightened military expenditures, the militarization of for-
eign policy, and so forth. In addition, they usually prefer to speak 
of “empire” rather than imperialism, and their narratives often re-
tain that margin of US patriotism that sees occasional “good inten-
tions” behind US “miscalculations”. What they also tend to 
diminish even when speaking of “US interests,” given their gener-
ally anti-Marxist stance, is in-depth discussion dealing with capital 
investments, debt, natural resources, labour, trade or aid. Johnson 
and other scholars in his circle, notably his contemporary, Andrew 
Bacevich, had ties to US military or intelligence agencies at some 
point in their careers, and their scholarly work tends to be in the 
areas of political science and history, which possibly explains their 
focus, but not their bias perhaps. Had they expanded their under-
standing of imperialism to include something more than the power 
of states over other states, and bemoaning the failure of “citizens” 
to stand up to the national security state, they might have devel-
oped the idea of “stealth imperialism” further to better match ac-
tual practice, and to better grasp the large range of what military, 
political, and corporate leaders mean when they speak of “force 
multipliers”. 

A more comprehensive analysis of “stealth imperialism” must 
include the workings of US-dominated financial institutions such as 
the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, and West-
ern-dominated multilateral institutions such as the World Trade 
Organization, each of which has done far more to remake societies 
around the world than what the US military usually achieves. The 
IMF, World Bank, and WTO have served to extend the power of 
US-based transnational corporations over global production, ex-
change, and finance, while other non-US but still Western corpora-
tions have benefited as well (Ash, 2003, p. 239). Even in the view 
of such a mainstream, establishment economist as Jeffrey Sachs, 
“the IMF is essentially a covert arm of the U.S. Treasury,” adding,  

“Not unlike the days when the British Empire placed senior 
officials directly into the Egyptian and Ottoman financial 
ministries, the IMF is insinuated into the inner sanctums of 
nearly 75 developing country governments around the world—
countries with a combined population of some 1.4 billion”. 
(Jeffrey Sachs quoted in Johnson, 2004, p. 210) 
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Even though Johnson quotes Sachs, his understanding of imperial-
ism remained nonetheless restricted to familiar political and mili-
tary themes. Instead, as we shall see further on, the 
conceptualization and employment of “force multipliers” today is 
largely dominated by the biggest US corporations, in “partnership” 
with the state and “civil society”. What is described in terms of 
“connected capitalism” below is not separate from or added to 
“stealth imperialism,” it is firmly a part of it. (Had we not sought to 
multiply terms beyond Kwame Nkrumah’s “neo-colonialism,” we 
might have been better off.) 

Precedents: Practicing with Cuba 

Dissatisfied with an excessive reliance on nuclear weapons as a 
strategy for countering Soviet influence during the early years of 
the Cold War, General Maxwell D. Taylor, US Army Chief of Staff 
(1955-1959) during the Eisenhower years, emphasized flexible re-
sponse which in turn introduced the idea of what are now called 
“full spectrum operations”: effective security meant the US would 
need to acquire the means “to react across the entire spectrum of 
possible challenge”; this would involve a greater range of capabili-
ties that would allow the US “to respond anywhere, any time, with 
weapons and forces appropriate to the situation” (Taylor quoted in 
Bacevich, 2010, p. 61). Under President John F. Kennedy, non-
nuclear “options” would gain greater weight as part of a “flexible 
response” to the spread of socialism in the periphery (Bacevich, 
2010, p. 65). An impetus to expand this range of options came in 
the wake of the disastrous defeat for the US-sponsored invasion at 
the Bay of Pigs, Cuba. General Taylor reappeared as Kennedy’s 
chair of the Cuba Study Group, after the failure of Operation Za-
pata (the Bay of Pigs invasion). That group included CIA director 
Allen Dulles and Robert Kennedy. The group urged the president 
to persist in attempting to overthrow the government of Cuba, 
recommending that “new guidance be provided for political, mili-
tary, economic and propaganda action against Castro” (Bacevich, 
2010, p. 75). 

Allegedly “wary of action that smacked of naked imperialism” 
(Bacevich, 2010, pp. 76-77) the White House welcomed the Cuba 
Study Group’s recommendations which took the shape of “Opera-
tion Mongoose”. This Operation was headed by Attorney General 
Robert Kennedy and involved, “an aggressive program of covert 
action that aimed to get rid of Castro and subvert his revolution” 
— Robert Kennedy declared his intention to “‘stir things up on 
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[the] island with espionage, sabotage, [and] general disorder’,” 
working with Cuban exiles, and with direct military intervention as 
a last resort (Kennedy quoted in Bacevich, 2010, p. 77). All gov-
ernment agencies in the US would coordinate their efforts to over-
throw the Cuban government. Robert Kennedy’s “Special Group 
(Augmented)” secretly colluded “with the Mafia in plots to assassi-
nate Castro, fantastical schemes aimed at inciting popular insurrec-
tion, and a program of sabotage directed at Cuba’s food supply, 
power plants, oil refineries, and other economic assets” (Bacevich, 
2010, p. 78). Thirty-two specific tasks were involved in Attorney 
General Kennedy’s plan, ranging from “‘inducing failures in food 
crops’ and mounting sabotage attacks to recruiting defectors and 
devising ‘songs, symbols, [and] propaganda themes’ to boost the 
morale of an all but nonexistent indigenous resistance” (Bacevich, 
2010, p. 78). Rather than negating “paranoid conspiracy theory,” 
US plans fully embraced conspiracy, relying on the use of non-US 
government operatives to do some of the dirty work of US imperi-
alism. In addition—and this is relevant to one of the opening the-
ses of this chapter—the failure of covert options always entailed 
“upping the ante” to more overt, direct responses. The failure of 
US force multipliers can often commit the US to more direct use 
of force. 

The “Science” of Global Domination  

While it is an odd mix of physics, biology, and geometry that has 
captured the communications strategy of military planners, the 
messages themselves are very telling about how such planners go 
about envisioning US global domination, and the parts to be played 
by others in assuring that dominance. Some thus speak about the 
“center of gravity” in “hybrid wars”—writing in Military Review, 
Colonel John J. McCuen declared:  

“We in the West are facing a seemingly new form of war—
hybrid war. Although conventional in form, the decisive battles 
in today’s hybrid wars are fought not on conventional 
battlegrounds, but on asymmetric battlegrounds within the 
conflict zone population, the home front population, and the 
international community population”. (McCuen, 2008, p. 107) 

As Orford suggested above, and as borne out here, everyone is a 
target population. How do you combat resistance to such a monu-
mental ambition to dominate all of us? By using us against our-
selves—here is another rendition of the force multiplier theme: 
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“counter-organization necessitates recruiting and training cadres 
from the local population and then organizing, paying, equipping, 
and instilling them with values adequate to their task” (McCuen, 
2008, p. 111). However, if we are so amenable to US command and 
manipulation, so easy to bend because we come empty, then from 
where does resistance stem for which “counter-organization” is 
needed? Thinking beyond the more challenging questions of logic, 
McCuen proceeds to tell us that the way to think about success in 
“hybrid wars” is to adopt Clausewitz’s notion of the “center of 
gravity”: “the ‘hub of all power and movement, on which every-
thing depends...the point at which all our energies should be di-
rected’” (McCuen, 2008, p. 111). All our energies, in other military 
documents, means every branch of the US federal state: “A whole 
of government approach is an approach that integrates the collabo-
rative efforts of the departments and agencies of the United States 
Government to achieve unity of effort toward a shared goal” (US 
Army, 2008b, p. 1-4). 

The US Army speaks explicitly in terms of “the science of con-
trol” in its Operations Field Manual 3-0 (US Army, 2008a, p. 6-1). 
Achieving “control” involves what the Army calls “full spectrum 
operations” (a concept that as we saw originated in the US desire to 
conquer Cuba during the Cold War). Such operations require, 

“continuous, simultaneous combinations of offensive, defensive, 
and stability or civil support tasks. In all operations, 
commanders seek to seize, retain, and exploit the initiative while 
synchronizing their actions to achieve the best effects possible. 
Operations conducted outside the United States and its 
territories simultaneously combine three elements—offense, 
defense, and stability”. (US Army, 2008a, p. 3-1) 

Added to these concepts, former US Secretary of Defense, 
Robert Gates, outlined the idea of “asymmetric warfare” which 
clearly rests on changing others outside of the US, in terms of their 
culture and behaviour, so that they embody the new territory in 
which “US interests” are planted: 

“We can expect that asymmetric warfare will be the mainstay of 
the contemporary battlefield for some time. These conflicts will 
be fundamentally political in nature, and require the application 
of all elements of national power. success will be less a matter of 
imposing one’s will and more a function of shaping behavior—
of friends, adversaries, and most importantly, the people in 
between”. (Gates, 2008, p. 6) 



MAXI MI L IA N C.  F ORTE 
 

36 

In line with this concept of asymmetric warfare, Robert Gates 
explained his view of the subordinate role of others in US plans, 
labeled as “force multipliers” by some: 

“arguably the most important military component in the War on 
terror is not the fighting we do ourselves, but how well we 
enable and empower our partners to defend and govern 
themselves. The standing up and mentoring of indigenous army 
and police—once the province of special Forces—is now a key 
mission for the military as a whole”. (Gates, 2008, p. 6) 

What Gates’ views rest on is a vision of the globalization of US 
counterinsurgency doctrine. War as the blunt use of force was now 
deemed to be ineffective, in large part due to an unspoken ac-
knowledgment of the successful use of force by the Iraqi and Af-
ghan resistance. Instead, counterinsurgency doctrine mandated, “a 
collaborative undertaking involving not simply military forces but a 
wide range of other government agencies, along with private con-
tractors, international entities like the United Nations, and nongov-
ernmental organizations that may or may not even share U.S. 
policy objectives” (Bacevich, 2010, p. 200). In this context Gates 
praised the role of anthropologists in the military, Texas A&M ag-
riculture faculty on the ground in Afghanistan, and Kansas State 
University for its work in Afghanistan, by way of explaining that 
force multipliers are as much domestic as foreign:  

“we also need new thinking about how to integrate...government 
capabilities with those in the private sector, in universities, in 
other non-governmental organizations, with the capabilities of 
our allies and friends—and with the nascent capabilities of those 
we are trying to help”. (Gates, 2008, pp. 7-8) 

Needless to say at this point, US diplomats are not exempt 
from executing their role in in-depth social and cultural interven-
tion. Thus, speaking of “community diplomacy” (DoS, 2010, pp. 
63-64), the US State Department introduced the concept of the 
“circuit rider”: 

“Where building new physical platforms of engagement outside 
of capitals is not cost effective, embassy circuit riders offer a 
promising alternative. Circuit riders will be subject-matter 
experts based at an embassy who systematically travel to key 
areas of a country to allow embassy access to targeted 
communities and groups. These roving diplomats, properly 
supported, can significantly expand our embassies’ ability to 
engage on specific issues, with a broader cross section of a 
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country’s people, or in areas of a country that have particular 
foreign policy relevance to the United States”. (DoS, 2010, p. 51) 

The language of US diplomacy does not shy away from speaking of 
“target peoples”. A country can have an “area” within it (likely ei-
ther a reference to valuable natural resources, or a bastion of politi-
cal opposition to the national government) that is of “foreign 
policy relevance” to the US, which inevitably empties another na-
tion of its sovereignty. The US has already stated that it has every 
intention of using such “circuit riders” in Cuba as embassies are 
reestablished. 

Imperial Half-Lives: 
Theoretical Assumptions of Force Multiplication 

While Gen. Scales mentions mass and velocity, military scientism 
turned to time in Gen. Petraeus’ conception of the right doctrine of 
warfare. It is a conception without a tested formula, but it does 
sound “smart” to target audiences. However, the question of the 
time dimension is nonetheless significant because it calls into play 
the need for “force multipliers”—even though this too is laden 
with untested theoretical assumptions. 

Speaking of time, some officers have written about “the 
‘golden hour’” which is “that limited amount of time in which we 
enjoy the forbearance of the host nation populace” (Caldwell & 
Leonard, 2008, p. 11). Gen. Petraeus thus urged that, in a situation 
like Iraq, 

“the liberating force must act quickly, because every Army of liberation 
has a half-life beyond which it turns into an Army of occupation. 
The length of this half-life is tied to the perceptions of the 
populace about the impact of the liberating force’s activities. 
From the moment a force enters a country, its leaders must keep 
this in mind, striving to meet the expectations of the liberated in 
what becomes a race against the clock….we were keenly aware 
that sooner or later, the people would begin to view us as an 
Army of occupation. Over time, the local citizenry would feel 
that we were not doing enough or were not moving as quickly as 
desired, would see us damage property and hurt innocent 
civilians in the course of operations, and would resent the 
inconveniences and intrusion of checkpoints, low helicopter 
flights, and other military activities. The accumulation of these 
perceptions, coupled with the natural pride of Iraqis and 
resentment that their country, so blessed in natural resources, 
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had to rely on outsiders, would eventually result in us being seen 
less as liberators and more as occupiers. That has, of course, 
been the case to varying degrees in much of Iraq”. (Petraeus, 
2006, p. 4) 

Bacevich also observed that “the post-Vietnam military have come 
to regard time as the principal limit in limited wars” (quoted in 
Bacevich, 2010, p. 195). Petraeus offers his conclusion above, how-
ever, even as he publicly calls for the elimination of “exit time-
lines”—clearly disregarding his own “science” of time (see Halper, 
2010/8/13 and Petraeus & O’Hanlon, 2015/7/7). Indeed, when 
engaged in politics to support US military occupations, Petraeus 
has consistently argued for more time, without any reference to 
“half-lives,” which would in case make little sense in a context of 
permanent war where careers and profits are made to depend on 
war. Thus, on the one hand, Petraeus “the scholar” and “guru of 
counterinsurgents” has to sound “smart” about limits to occupa-
tion while, on the other hand, Petraeus the politician-entrepreneur 
has to sound limitless about US investments in occupation. When 
the alleged scientists fail to take their own science seriously, then it 
is incumbent on the public to be severely skeptical about what is 
being peddled. 

Though not stated directly, the assumption is that limited time 
increases reliance on local force multipliers. That almost constitutes 
the beginning of a formula. However, the problem is that the force 
multiplier concept itself—ever growing as it is—is riddled with in-
consistency, ambiguity, and untested assumptions. Even military 
insiders, among the few to examine the concept of force multipliers 
to any degree, have found a failure to “develop the concept with re-
gard to the exact nature and utility of force multipliers as opera-
tional planning factors” along with “a void” in the doctrinal 
literature in terms of the development of the concept (Powell, 
1990, pp. 2, 9). Even in studies which via “a cross-national time-
series dataset of post-civil-conflict and post-natural-disaster states” 
purport to produce empirical answers to the question of whether 
international non-governmental organizations engaged in humani-
tarian work can be a “force multiplier” for military action in achiev-
ing “human security outcomes,” the “force multiplier” concept is 
itself left undefined and its assumptions are thus not tested (see for 
example, Bell et al., 2013). More recently, the term seems to have 
been dropped altogether, showing that at the very least there is un-
certain and unsteady reliance on this concept. In fact, even calling 
“force multipliers” a concept may be asking too much for it to be re-
spected as “scientific”.2 Instead, its real value is as a political state-
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ment about the multiple forms and directions of US intervention. 
When the neutralizing scientistic euphemisms are filtered out, the 
force multiplier agenda bespeaks an ideological ambition of US 
global intervention, occupation, and domination, which rests firmly 
on the support of non-US actors, and non-US state actors. 

Imperial Mechanisms: 
Destabilization and the Physics of Domination 

Using unmistakably imperial language, US Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton in 2010 outlined ways of “protecting our interests and pro-
jecting our leadership in the 21st century” (DoS, 2010, p. iv), eu-
phemizing global domination in terms of “American global 
leadership” which she saw as resting on “our global military advan-
tage,” while needing to “lead through civilian power” (DoS, 2010, 
p. 8). On the one hand, Clinton indicated the government’s com-
mitment to “shaping the international order to advance American 
interests” (DoS, 2010, p. 9). On the other hand, she conflated this 
with “supporting the spread of universal values” (DoS, 2010, p. 9), 
which are clearly not universal if they need to be spread in the first 
place, and by a self-seeking US ironically. Like her military coun-
terparts, Clinton renewed the justification for US intervention and 
destabilization, using a happy gloss. The US would support those 
who support its “values” (meaning, the US would support itself), 
and this implies the idea of force multipliers: “We will support de-
mocratic institutions within fragile societies, raise human rights is-
sues in our dialogues with all countries, and provide assistance to 
human rights defenders and champions” (DoS, 2010, p. 10). The 
force multiplier idea is further implied by Clinton when she spoke 
of pursuing “new ways of doing business that help us bring to-
gether like-minded people and nations,” in what she branded as, 
“21st century statecraft” that would “extend the reach of our di-
plomacy beyond the halls of government office buildings” (DoS, 
2010, p. v). Clinton’s primary target population, the pool that of-
fered the best force multipliers for US foreign policy, consisted of 
youths: “In the Middle East and North Africa, for example, large 
youth populations are altering countries’ internal politics, economic 
prospects, and international relations. The United States must 
reach out to youth populations to promote growth and stable de-
mocratic government” (DoS, 2010, p. 13). A year later, Clinton 
would violently stomp out Libyan socialism and Pan-African lead-
ership in the name of the “Arab Spring” and a supposed “popular 
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uprising”, by youths of course, leaving alone the fact that the lead-
ers were evidently mostly elderly men. 

Clinton’s sermons mostly consisted of rewording what George 
W. Bush had outlined nearly a decade before in his national secu-
rity strategy. In 2002 Bush committed the US to encouraging “the 
advancement of democracy and economic openness” in China and 
Russia, while more broadly using the post-9/11 “moment of op-
portunity,” in his words, “to extend the benefits of freedom across 
the globe” and thus to “actively work to bring the hope of democ-
racy, development, free markets, and free trade to every corner of 
the world” (Bush, 2002, p. iv). In a sweeping statement of intent to 
remake the face of the world so it would look back at the US with 
an American smile, Bush declared: “We will extend the peace by 
encouraging free and open societies on every continent” (Bush, 
2002, p. iii). This could be seen as the “large load” in the force mul-
tiplier equation at the start of this chapter. Bush’s successor would 
identify the instruments to be used in making for a “small effort” 
on the part of the US: 

“The United States Government will make a sustained effort to 
engage civil society and citizens and facilitate increased 
connections among the American people and peoples around 
the world—through efforts ranging from public service and 
educational exchanges, to increased commerce and private sector 
partnerships”. (White House, 2010, p. 12) 

In an unexpectedly astute observation, a prominent neoconserva-
tive identified the US idea of “multilateralism” as involving the 
geopolitical objective of “remaking the international system in the 
image of domestic civil society” (Krauthammer, 2002-2003). 

Imperialism by Invitation or by Imitation? 
Empire’s “Mimic Men” 

US efforts in remaking the international system according to an 
image reflecting the US are not usually in complete vain, since a 
path has already been laid for them. To continue with the analogy, 
the discussion above is about widening and then paving the track 
so that it becomes a permanent highway. None of the military or 
diplomatic documents consulted (not even those with the highest 
of scientific pretense) ever bothers to go into any detail about the 
origins, development, and constitutions of the actual people who 
are constructed as force multipliers. On the other hand, Harvard 
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historian Charles S. Maier addressed these ideas under the lemma 
of “empire by invitation” or “consensual empire” (Maier, 2002). 
While US leaders speak in terms of “partners,” “alliances,” and 
“coalitions,” Maier is not convinced that any of these adequately 
describe the nature of the US as “a major actor” (in his minimalist 
terms) in the international system. Instead, it is more accurate to 
speak of “the subordination of diverse national elites who—
whether under compulsion or from shared convictions—accept the 
values of those who govern the dominant center or metropole,” 
Maier maintains. What distinguishes an empire from an alliance is 
the inequality in terms of power, resources, and influence between 
leaders at the centre of empire and the national subordinates who 
are, at most, their nominal counterparts. Political, economic, and 
cultural leaders in the periphery “hobnob with their imperial rul-
ers”. Even those who organize resistance, Maier argues, “have of-
ten assimilated their colonizers’ culture and even values”. Maier 
endorses the Cultural Imperialism thesis in explaining these deep 
ties between the US core and what V.S. Naipaul (1967) called “the 
mimic men” of the periphery: 

“Empires function by virtue of the prestige they radiate as well 
as by might, and indeed collapse if they rely on force alone. 
Artistic styles, the language of the rulers, and consumer 
preferences flow outward along with power and investment 
capital—sometimes diffused consciously by cultural diplomacy 
and student exchanges, sometimes just by popular taste for the 
intriguing products of the metropole, whether Coca Cola or Big 
Mac”. (Maier, 2002, p. 28) 

As for Naipaul’s “mimic men,” these tend to be members of the 
new national elites in “formerly” colonized territories, who have 
acquired the tastes and prejudices of the colonial master, who as-
pire to the culture and identity of the colonizer, while cringing 
from the culture of the colonized. Mimic men ultimately find 
themselves displaced, disenchanted, and alienated, not able to fully 
join the ranks of the master class in the colonial mother country, 
but divorced from the culture into which they were born and 
which causes them shame. It is also important to note that Nai-
paul’s protagonist, Ralph Singh, is a politician, and was educated in 
the UK. 

Elsewhere I wrote in similar terms to Maier’s about the rela-
tionships between the domestic and international versions of the 
US (Forte, 2014c). As I outlined there, one can discern what we 
might call a National United States of America (NUSA) and a 
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Globalized United States of America (GUSA). NUSA is a simple 
reference to the current political geography of the US, filled in by 
places that can be specified with geographic coordinates, inhabited 
by people in relatively dense relations with one another. Most of 
the inhabitants of NUSA refer to themselves as “Americans,” or 
are “Americans in waiting” (immigrants awaiting eventual citizen-
ship). GUSA is not so neatly geographic, but it can still be found 
and seen, concretely. GUSA’s existence can be observed (in no par-
ticular order of importance) in the adoption of US consumption 
patterns and standards by local elites around the world, who may 
also be dual US citizens. The existence of a transnational capitalist 
class, a large part of which is US-educated, also manifests this glob-
alization of US power. Military leaderships formed by funding and 
training by the US military, must also be included, as should the 
tens of thousands fighting in US uniforms with the promise of get-
ting Green Cards. Political parties funded by the US and often led 
by people who spent some time living and studying in the US, and 
who adopt the US as a model, form a part of GUSA. GUSA in-
cludes upper-class neighbourhoods, districts, and gated communi-
ties, and those whose life patterns, choices, and personal 
orientations have been seriously influenced or remade by US cul-
tural imperialism, in a process commonly referred to as “Ameri-
canization”. One of my working hypotheses is that it is GUSA 
which is now largely responsible for sustaining and extending the 
imperial reach of NUSA. Leaving the critique of scientism behind, 
we should now move from this overview of the instrumentality of 
imperialist logic to consider some of the practices, tools and de-
vices used to multiply, mirror, and extend US power globally. 

That the so-called force multipliers of US dominance can 
comprise, to a significant extent, dependent and mimetic bourgeoi-
sies in former colonies is something deeply problematic for schol-
ars and critics such as Ali Shari’ati. As he argued, these elites 
consist of what has long been known and referred to as the “com-
prador bourgeoisie,” the functionaries who benefit from the distri-
bution of Western imports and the export of local resources, but 
also those who are among the most assimilated and who encourage 
a “modernization” of local tastes in order to expand the market for 
foreign imported goods (Manoochehri, 2005, p. 297). In Shari’ati’s 
terms, assimilation applies to, 

“the conduct of the one who, intentionally or unintentionally, 
starts imitating the manners of someone else. Obsessively, and 
with no reservations he denies himself in order to transform his 
identity. Hoping to attain the goals and the grandeur, which he 
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sees in another, the assimilated attempts to rid himself of 
perceived shameful associations with his original society and 
culture”. (Shari’ati quoted in Manoochehri, 2005, p. 297) 

The issue of dependency is also useful in another sense, one related 
to the broader, critical literature on the political economy of under-
development. Since the force multiplier idea is inherently an ex-
pression of the cost function of foreign action, it is appropriate to 
understand it in the terms of political economy as an extractive proc-
ess. Extraction, and the accumulation of capital (understood in all 
senses) at the core, is an essential outcome of any formula that pos-
its the use of the most strategic resources at the least expense. 

Speaking of the Bulgarian case (see chapter 4), as just one ex-
ample, the force multiplication of increased “Americanization” in 
the early 1990s, could be viewed as taking on another facet, this 
one being a specialty of anthropologists who studied cargo cults. 
As explained better by Eleanor Smollett, an anthropologist with 
twenty years of research experience in Bulgaria, 

“The thought that keeps coming to me is cargo. A mechanical 
analogy to cargo cults is meaningless of course. There is no 
cargo cult in Bulgaria. There is no charismatic leader. We are not 
seeing a revitalization movement (though some monarchists 
have appeared) or a millenarian religious movement. But still, in 
this secular, highly educated, industrial society, there are echoes 
that say ‘cargo’. The wealth that is coveted exists somewhere 
else, in an external society. The structure of that external society 
and the manner in which the wealth is produced are poorly 
understood. The young people who covet what they imagine is 
the universal wealth of the West were not suffering from 
unemployment, poverty or absolute deprivation under socialism 
(although, in the present situation, they are beginning to 
experience all of these). They were and are, however, 
experiencing relative deprivation, as compared with their 
external model. It is this relative deprivation that moves them, as 
David Aberle made clear long ago in discussion of cargo cults. 
And as Eric Hobsbawm pointed out in contrasting these 
movements with revolutions, the leadership of such movements 
has no clear programme or plan of implementation for a 
new social system. The expected improvement to society is 
based on faith. If we strip away the old institutions, then the 
foreign aid, the investment, the development, the cargo will 
come”. (Smollett, 1993, p. 12) 

The Mexican philosopher of liberation, Enrique Dussel, like 
Shari’ati, wrote on the fabrication of culture in the image of impe-
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rial culture that is represented by the new national elites, those he 
sees as historically the most assimilated. Dussel notes that imperial 
culture is, 

“particularly refracted in the oligarchic culture of dominant 
groups within dependent nations of the periphery. It is the 
culture that they admire and imitate, fascinated by the artistic, 
scientific, and technological program of the centre....On the 
masks of these local elites the face of the centre is duplicated. 
They ignore their national culture, they despise their skin color, 
they pretend to be white...and live as if they were in the centre”. 
(quoted in Manoochehri, 2005, p. 294) 

Dussel, however, does not see this culture as being confined to the 
oligarchic minority alone. Instead, a “pop” version is produced, 
“the kitsch vulgarization of imperialist culture,” one that is encour-
aged, reproduced and distributed by the elites who thus help to ex-
pand the imperialist economy by supplying a willing market for its 
goods—which resonates in the research of Smollett in Bulgaria. 
The process then is one where the imperial culture is “refracted by 
oligarchical culture and passed on for consumption. It is by means 
of the culture of the masses that ideology propagates imperialist 
enterprise and produces a market for its product” (Dussel as 
quoted in Manoochehri, 2005, p. 294). 

Shari’ati described the culmination of assimilation as being the 
creation of monoculture. However, we can add that matters do not 
stop there, since there is also the growth of something resembling a 
“monoeconomy” under neoliberal tutelage, and a “monopolitics” 
that absorbs the nation-states of the global periphery as the new 
wards and even outright protectorates under UN, EU, and NATO 
auspices. Thus are US strategists able to speak of growing “alli-
ances” and the spread of “universal values”—monoculture is the 
smoothest path to acquiring the most efficient machines: the force 
multiplier. 

On the other hand, in US military and diplomatic papers there 
is no exegesis, no treatment, description or interpretation of the 
nature of those reduced in their roles to functional force multipli-
ers. One wonders who US writers think these people are, what image 
of these human beings exists in their minds. It would appear, from 
the unspoken assumptions, that the average force multiplying per-
son is conceived as being idealistic, one who associates the US with 
his/her highest ideals, and thus one who suspends judgment, and 
defers questioning. Above all, the force multiplier, being on the 
front line, is willing to sacrifice. These are to be sensed then as the 
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perfect Christian Soldiers, in the Church of American Divinity, and 
the reader’s job is to have faith in these force multipliers. 

There is also an “ecological fallacy” at work in US writings 
about “civil society” and “youth” or other social collectivities as 
force multipliers. The ecological fallacy is, “a confusion of the for-
est and the trees or, more accurately, the observing of one and the 
drawing of inferences about the other” (Stevenson, 1983, p. 263). 
One result of this fallacy is drawing conclusions about individuals, 
on the basis of their membership in social groups. Specifically, this 
fallacy emerges as such in State Department documents that auto-
matically cast “civil society” worldwide as opposed to the state, as 
pro-US democracy, and as a natural ally of the US. 

The Instruments of Imperial Practice 

Both the US Departments of State and Defense have created mul-
tiple programs for “targeting” foreign audiences and “winning 
hearts and minds”—a subject that is far broader than what is pre-
sented below (or even in previous volumes in this series). Hillary 
Clinton’s “21st century statecraft” was mentioned earlier. The ap-
proach involved using communications technologies “to connect 
to new audiences, particularly civil society” as part of an “engage-
ment” strategy (DoS, 2010, p. 65). As parts of its “public diplo-
macy,” the State Department created “Regional Media Hubs” in 
Miami, London, Brussels, Pretoria, Dubai, and Tokyo, in order to 
“increase official U.S. voices and faces on foreign television, radio, 
and other media, so that we are visible, active, and effective advo-
cates of our own policies, priorities, and actions with foreign audi-
ences...serving as a resource and tool for amplifying the regional 
dimension of our message” (DoS, 2010, pp. 60-61). In addition, the 
State Department created the “Virtual Student Foreign Service,” 
enlisting the aid of US university students to support US diplomatic 
missions (DoS, 2010, p. 66). Also dealing with students, the State 
Department expanded the “ACCESS Micro-scholarships” program 
so that, “teenagers, particularly in the Muslim world,” could be 
funded “to attend English classes and learn about America” (DoS, 
2010, p. 61), thus utilizing conventional techniques of cultural im-
perialism, targeting Muslim youths and enforcing the dominance of 
the English language. While some would say that these programs 
are “peaceful,” the State Department also announced it was part-
nering with the Pentagon, in particular by using USAID in support 
of the Pentagon’s regional Combatant Commands (DoS, 2010, p. 
54). 
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One of the more central and consistent tools used to deepen 
US intervention has arisen from the exploitation of gender issues 
to win “hearts and minds” as part of the US’ globalization of its 
counterinsurgency practices (see Byrd & Decker, 2008, p. 96; Pas, 
2013; King, 2014). The State Department itself officially an-
nounced that the “protection and empowerment of women and 
girls is key to the foreign policy and security of the United 
States….women are at the center of our diplomacy and develop-
ment efforts—not simply as beneficiaries, but also as agents of 
peace, reconciliation, development, growth, and stability” (DoS, 
2010, p. 23). As “women are increasingly playing critical roles as 
agents of change in their societies,” the US would, “harness efforts 
and support their roles by focusing programs to engage with 
women and expand their opportunities for entrepreneurship, ac-
cess to technology, and leadership” (DoS, 2010, p. 58). Also, as Pas 
points out under the heading of “security feminism,” the fetishizing 
of oppressed women is used as an opportune asset to ideologically 
advance the cause of imperialist intervention: “the war becomes 
about her. In this process the host country is also feminized and 
the American heterosexual pursuit becomes about gallantly ‘saving’ 
the Muslim woman from Islam. While America strives to save the 
Muslim woman from her alleged theological oppression she is ef-
fectively put on the front lines” (Pas, 2013, p. 56). 

The CIA has also instrumentalized gender issues as part of a 
covert campaign to bolster international support for US wars. In 
2010, after the Dutch government fell in part because of the issue 
of its participation in the war in Afghanistan, the CIA began to 
worry about a possible electoral backlash in the upcoming elections 
in France and Germany, both of which suffered mounting casual-
ties among their forces in Afghanistan. According to a confidential 
CIA memorandum made public by WikiLeaks, 

“Some NATO states, notably France and Germany, have 
counted on public apathy about Afghanistan to increase their 
contributions to the mission, but indifference might turn into 
active hostility if spring and summer fighting results in an 
upsurge in military or Afghan civilian casualties and if a Dutch-
style debate spills over into other states contributing troops”. 
(CIA, 2010, p. 1) 

A CIA “expert on strategic communication” along with public 
opinion analysts at the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence 
and Research (INR) came together to “consider information ap-
proaches that might better link the Afghan mission to the priorities 
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of French, German, and other Western European publics” (CIA, 
2010, p. 1). This was critical to the US since Germany and France 
respectively commanded the third and fourth largest troop contin-
gents in Afghanistan, and any withdrawal would have been a sig-
nificant blow not just to military operations but especially to the 
public image of the US-led occupation effort, leading to a crum-
bling in the credibility of the US-led NATO alliance and its “Inter-
national Security Assistance Force” in Afghanistan. The CIA was 
already aware that, though not a top election issue, the majority of 
public opinion in Germany and France was against participation in 
the Afghan war (CIA, 2010, p. 1). The CIA’s strategic information 
exercise in Europe was based on the following logic, 

“Western European publics might be better prepared to tolerate 
a spring and summer of greater military and civilian casualties if 
they perceive clear connections between outcomes in 
Afghanistan and their own priorities. A consistent and iterative 
strategic communication program across NATO troop 
contributors that taps into the key concerns of specific Western 
European audiences could provide a buffer if today’s apathy 
becomes tomorrow’s opposition to ISAF, giving politicians 
greater scope to support deployments to Afghanistan”. (CIA, 
2010, p. 2)  

The question of girls in Afghanistan was thus brought to the 
fore: “The prospect of the Taliban rolling back hard-won progress 
on girls’ education could provoke French indignation, become a 
rallying point for France’s largely secular public, and give voters a 
reason to support a good and necessary cause despite casualties” 
(CIA, 2010, p. 2). The CIA proposed that,  

“Afghan women could serve as ideal messengers in humanizing 
the ISAF role in combating the Taliban because of women’s 
ability to speak personally and credibly about their experiences 
under the Taliban, their aspirations for the future, and their fears 
of a Taliban victory. Outreach initiatives that create media 
opportunities for Afghan women to share their stories with 
French, German, and other European women could help to 
overcome pervasive skepticism among women in Western 
Europe toward the ISAF mission”. (CIA, 2010, p. 4) 

The CIA thus advanced the idea that, “media events that feature 
testimonials by Afghan women would probably be most effective if 
broadcast on programs that have large and disproportionately fe-
male audiences” (CIA, 2010, p. 4). 
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While there is no chain of leaked documents to show that this 
CIA-organized strategy session led to the formulation and then im-
plementation of a specific propaganda effort that followed these 
guidelines, we do know that Western media, as well as the messages 
widely and prominently circulated by Western human rights NGOs 
such as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, have 
over the years tended to heavily capitalize on the image of Afghan 
women and girls allegedly suffering from “Taliban oppression” as a 
major impulse toward supporting at least some US aims in Af-
ghanistan. Even the otherwise anti-war US activist organization, 
Code Pink, sent a delegation to Afghanistan that spoke out about 
what could happen to Afghan women and girls if the US-led 
NATO occupation should come to an abrupt end: “We would 
leave with the same parameters of an exit strategy but we might 
perhaps be more flexible about a timeline,” said Medea Benjamin 
to the Christian Science Monitor, adding: “That’s where we have 
opened ourselves, being here, to some other possibilities. We have 
been feeling a sense of fear of the people of the return of the Tali-
ban. So many people are saying that, ‘If the US troops left the 
country, would collapse. We’d go into civil war.’ A palpable sense 
of fear that is making us start to reconsider that” (Mojumdar, 
2009/10/6; for more, see Code Pink, 2009/10/7a, 2009/10/7b, 
and Horton, 2009). 

The goal of instrumentalizing Afghan women for pro-war pub-
lic relations reappeared in another of the documents released to 
WikiLeaks, published by the Media Operations Centre of the Press 
and Media Service of NATO headquarters in Brussels. The docu-
ment titled, “NATO in Afghanistan: Master Narrative as at 6 Oc-
tober 2008,” laid out a series of propaganda talking points oriented 
toward the domestic mass media in troop contributing nations, 
which NATO spokespersons were to follow. NATO’s “master 
narrative” concerning Afghan women was to tell the public that, 
“Presidential, Parliamentary and Provincial elections have taken 
place and women are now sitting in the Afghan Parliament. 28% of 
the MPs of the Lower House are female. Legitimate and represen-
tative government is now in place” (NATO, 2008). What is stan-
dard about these approaches is their superficiality, stressing 
numbers over qualitative realities, or in some cases inventing num-
bers outright, hence the recent admission that a large number of 
“ghost schools” exist in Afghanistan, that were either never con-
structed (but were paid for), or that were but have no teachers of 
pupils. 
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As with gender, the rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and trans-
gender persons, has become another vehicle for the US to sell itself 
politically, or to create another wedge device for intervention and 
for practicing divide and rule. Thus in 2011, the State Department 
launched, “the Global Equality Fund to protect and advance the 
human rights of LGBT persons by supporting civil society organi-
zations to protect human rights defenders, challenge discriminatory 
legislation, undertake advocacy campaigns, and document human 
rights violations that target the LGBT community”. Consequently, 
“over $7.5 million was allocated to civil rights organizations in over 
50 countries; more than 150 human rights defenders have been as-
sisted” (DoS, 2014b, p. 24). There is very little in the realm of 
“human rights,” LGBT and women’s activism, NGOs and “civil 
society” that is not touched by the US in nations that it is target-
ing—as the State Department itself proclaims, “advancing human 
rights and democracy is a key priority that reflects American values 
and promotes our security” (DoS, 2010, p. 42). The concept of 
“human security” has also been effectively reworked as part of a 
militarized, absolute security agenda (see McLoughlin & Forte, 
2013). 

In its search for more “force multipliers,” the State Depart-
ment, particularly under the Obama administration, has established 
a series of programs to attract and enlist US and foreign students, 
corporate executives, and new media users. A program titled 
“100,000 Strong in the Americas”3 was launched by Obama in or-
der to increase the number of US students studying throughout the 
Americas to 100,000, and likewise to increase the number of stu-
dents from the Americas studying in the US to 100,000, by 2020. 
There is no explanation as to why 100,000 is the magic number—
unless it is in fact founded on numerological mysticism. To fund 
the program, the State Department was joined by Partners of the 
Americas (see below) and NAFSA: Association of International 
Educators (NAFSA, 2013). US universities, without any known ex-
ception, are participants. The “Innovation Fund” that supports the 
program is hailed as a “public-private partnership,” in line with the 
growing corporatization, privatization, and outsourcing that now 
dominates ostensibly public institutions in North America. 
Obama’s program promises a propaganda boost to private corpo-
rations: “Highlight your corporate efforts to create jobs and inter-
national education for young people through media placement and 
recognition”.4 This connection between government, private busi-
ness, and universities, brings to the foreground the widening idea 
of force multiplication employed by the US. 
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As just mentioned, Partners of the Americas is part of the 
above program. Partners of the Americas was first formed as part 
of the Alliance for Progress in 1964,5 during an earlier phase of US-
led hemispheric counterinsurgency, marked by a developmentalist 
and militarized drive against “communism” as the US sought shore 
up its dominance by countering the example of revolutionary Cuba. 
Partners of the Americas involves itself in elections in Latin Amer-
ica, and in mobilizing people to impact on the selection of candi-
dates for positions in justice systems such as Bolivia’s, until 
Partners’ partner, USAID, was expelled from the country. Partners 
boasts of funding hundreds of unnamed “civil society organiza-
tions” in 24 countries in the Americas.6 

Among similar initiatives launched by the Obama administra-
tion, again by turning over part of US foreign policy to gigantic 
corporate entities, is the so-called “Alliance for Affordable Inter-
net” (A4AI), which includes Google and the Omidyar Network. 
The program has clear political, strategic, and neoliberal aims. One 
of its top aims is to “reduce regulatory barriers and encourage poli-
cies to offer affordable access to both mobile and fixed-lined inter-
net, particularly among women in developing countries”.7 A4AI is 
active in an unspecified number of countries in Africa, Asia and 
Latin America, the only ones mentioned thus far being Ghana, Ni-
geria, Mozambique, and the Dominican Republic. Understanding 
that limitations to Internet access persist, the US government is di-
rectly involved in expanding the potential market of those listening 
to its messages, watching its corporate advertisements, and con-
suming US exports, both material and ideological. 

A program that specifically targets Africa and what could be its 
future leaders, is the Young African Leaders Initiative (YALI) 
which has launched the “Mandela Washington Fellowship” (MWF) 
program. The State Department partnered with RocketHub on a 
crowdfunding campaign to support projects created by graduates 
of the MWF. The first class of 500 Mandela Washington Fellows 
arrived in June 2014, “to study business and entrepreneurship, civic 
leadership, and public management at U.S. campuses, followed by a 
Presidential Summit in Washington”.8 The target audiences, as ex-
pected are women, youths, and “civil society”. So far 22 MWF pro-
jects have been funded. In undertaking this initiative, the US is 
reinforcing classic patterns of cultural imperialism. 

It should become clearer how the employment of “force mul-
tipliers” can be seen as threat to target states, when it comes to 
Western reactions to penetration of their own states. For example, 
when speaking of China’s force multipliers—or “agents of influ-
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ence”— Western agencies such as the UK’s Ministry of Defence 
(MoD) speak in no uncertain terms of their presence as a threat, 
constructed in terms of espionage, specifically naming “the mass of 
ordinary students, businessmen and locally employed staff” who 
work on behalf of China’s state intelligence gathering apparatus 
(MoD, 2001, p. 21F-2; see also WikiLeaks, 2009). What may be 
presented as innocuous ties of friendship, partnership, and aid 
when it comes to Western use of force multipliers, is instead dra-
matically inverted when speaking of Chinese influence, using a 
markedly more sinister tone: 

“The process of being cultivated as a ‘friend of China’ (ie. an 
‘agent’) is subtle and long-term. The Chinese are adept at 
exploiting a visitor’s interest in, and appreciation of, Chinese 
history and culture. They are expert flatterers and are well aware 
of the ‘softening’ effect of food and alcohol. Under cover of 
consultation or lecturing, a visitor may be given favours, 
advantageous economic conditions or commercial opportunities. 
In return they will be expected to give information or access to 
material. Or, at the very least, to speak out on China’s behalf 
(becoming an ‘agent of influence’)”. (MoD, 2001, p. 21F-2) 

Connected Capitalism and Connected Militarism 

“The hidden hand of the market will never work without a 
hidden fist—McDonald’s cannot flourish without McDonnell 
Douglas, the builder of the F-15. And the hidden fist that keeps 
the world safe for Silicon Valley’s technologies is called the 
United States Army, Air Force, Navy and Marine Corps”. 
(Friedman, 1999/3/28) 

With keenly supportive interest from the State Department and 
Pentagon, Neville Isdell, former chairman and CEO of the Coca-
Cola Co., has articulated what he calls “connected capitalism,” mix-
ing profit with at best nominal social responsibility, out of an ac-
knowledgment of growing global revulsion toward the dominance 
of capitalists (see Trubey, 2010/4/27). Isdell held a conference in 
South Africa, which we should note was organized by CNN and 
Fortune magazine, where he was joined by Federal Reserve Bank of 
Atlanta president and CEO Dennis Lockhart, GE Technology In-
frastructure CEO John Rice, and executives from companies such 
as Coke, United Parcel Service Inc., SunTrust Banks Inc., and 
agencies such as USAID and CARE. “People are now questioning 
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the capitalist model that we have,” Isdell remarked, but then added 
that capitalism, “is the best way to take people out of poverty and 
to grow the world economy”. He urged on his fellow corporate 
leaders:  

“A corporation can’t lose sight of turning a profit, but it must 
also use the weight of its brand and the power of its people, as 
well as its intellectual and actual capital, to help be a change 
agent in hard-to-solve global issues. For instance, with Coke, 
water is the company’s No. 1 social priority, and it is the world’s 
largest beverage maker’s most-used commodity”. (Quoted in 
Trubey, 2010/4/27) 

Of course Coca-Cola is interested in water, without a doubt—but it 
is interested in it as a commodity, not as a basic and inalienable 
right. Isdell worries that, “capitalism is in danger of being torn 
asunder by forces outraged by abuses on Wall Street, bailouts of 
banks and automakers,” and his notion of “connected capitalism,” 
while finally admitting current social irresponsibility by those in his 
class of world rulers, does little to change that. Indeed, there is an 
excess of irony to Isdell’s remarks, given Coca-Cola’s deplorable 
history of human rights violations in its operations in Colombia 
(see Foster, 2010). 

In what would could easily be described as a program of cul-
tural imperialism, the US State Department, in partnership with the 
Coca-Cola Company and Indiana University, sponsors roughly 100 
students annually from the Middle East and North Africa, to attend 
a month-long summer entrepreneurship program at Indiana Uni-
versity’s Kelley School of Business, with students undertaking an 
“immersion scholarship program” (Opportunity Desk, 2015/2/18; 
see also Indiana University, 2013, 2014; see Figure I.2). Thus the 
website for the US Embassy in Amman, Jordan, features the 
“Coca-Cola Scholarship Program” and points out the targets of the 
scholarship: “preference will be given to candidates who have lim-
ited or no experience of travel to the United States,” which could 
be understood to mean those who may not have been as Ameri-
canized as others and thus stand out as a valuable asset for conver-
sion (US Embassy-Amman [USEA], 2015). Nada Berrada, a 
Moroccan business student, said she wanted to become “a Coca-
Cola Ambassador” because “Coca-Cola is not only about happi-
ness, but it’s also about inspiration” (Priselac, 2013/7/19). Coca-
Cola chairman and CEO Muhtar Kent told the visiting students, 
“this is your start-up phase—your chance to be a great agent for 
positive change,” adding, “you can and will make a real difference, 
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so stay in touch with each other...and with Coca-Cola”—and in his 
parting “words of wisdom,” as a company writer put it, he advised 
students to, “develop an abiding respect for cash. Keep some on 
you at all times. Touch it and feel it and know it’s real. Never let 
money become an abstraction” (Priselac, 2013/7/19). Interestingly, 
as far as “positive agents for change” can go, the program in 2012, 
on how to “Make Tomorrow Better,” did not include any Libyan 
students. Yet Libyan students had been praised only a year earlier 
by corporate and public media in North America, during the US-
led destruction of the nation’s state structures that opened the way 
to ongoing civil war. Contrary to the White House’s “failed states” 
admission mentioned earlier, even with the use of local “force mul-
tipliers” the extreme collapse of a nation-state can and has hap-
pened, and will do so again. 

 
Figure I.2: The US State Department’s Connected Coca-Cola Capital-

ists from the Middle East and North Africa 

This is a still from the website of the Kelley School of Business at Indiana Univer-
sity, showing a session held with students from the Middle East and North Africa 
as part of the US State Department’s program in partnership with Coca-Cola. As 
if Indiana University’s mission has been reduced to uncritically producing corpo-
rate propaganda, the university’s “news room” website speaks of Coca-Cola “re-
freshing consumers” who “enjoy” its drinks, as “the world’s most valuable brand,” 
claiming that the company’s initiatives “support active, healthy living”. Then, the 
university asks readers to follow Coca-Cola in Twitter (Indiana University, 2013). 

   
The Coca-Cola CEO’s “connected capitalism” also attracted 

the attention of key speakers within the US military, in a growing 
display of what anthropologist Bruce Kapferer (2005) described as 
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the corporate-oligarchic state at the base of contemporary imperial-
ism. Admiral James Stavridis was the Supreme Allied Commander 
Europe (SACEUR) and Commander of the US European Com-
mand (EUCOM); Evelyn N. Farkas was his Senior Advisor for 
“Public-Private Partnership”. The two reminded their readers that 
the most recent National Security Strategy at the time, “calls on the 
executive branch to work with the private sector, repeatedly refer-
ring to public-private partnerships” (Stavridis & Farkas, 2012, p. 7). 
It was under that banner of “public-private partnerships”—for 
which they single out Coca-Cola and Isdell’s “connected capital-
ism—that they explained collaboration as a “force multiplier”. It is 
a force multiplier, they maintain, because it permits the state to 
share “the resource burden”. From “whole-of-government” they 
move to “whole-of-society”: binding the state, corporations, uni-
versities, and NGOs, which “can save the government money” 
(Stavridis & Farkas, 2012, pp. 8-9). Rather than just an idea, they 
note the rise of what we can call “connected militarism” as a com-
plement to “connected capitalism”: 

“the U.S. Southern Command, U.S. European Command, U.S. 
Northern Command, U.S. Pacific Command, U.S. Special 
Operations Command, and U.S. Africa Command all have full-
time personnel dedicated to garnering efficiencies and fostering 
effectiveness for DOD by collaborating with the private 
sector—businesses, academic institutions, and non-profits”. 
(Stavridis & Farkas, 2012, p. 9) 

Members of an organization calling itself Business Executives for 
National Security (BENS) have worked with the US Southern 
Command in countering drug cartels and have also worked with 
NATO forces in Afghanistan and in the Baltic states (Stavridis & 
Farkas, 2012, p. 10). The Enduring Security Framework (ESF), also 
exists as a public-private collaboration between the Pentagon, the 
Department of Homeland Security, and the Director of National 
Intelligence, and “representative information technology and de-
fense industrial firms” (Stavridis & Farkas, 2012, p. 16). 

What is not raised for discussion in the self-interested, corpo-
rate sales piece by Stavridis and Farkas, is the nature of direct bene-
fits for private corporations, beyond being able to tell the public 
how good they feel about being partners. Private corporations have 
been “partnering” with the Pentagon for decades. Increased corpo-
ratization of governance has accelerated the process. As journalist 
Ken Silverstein observed, “with little public knowledge or debate, 
the government has been dispatching private companies—most of 
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them with tight links to the Pentagon and staffed by retired armed 
forces personnel—to provide military and police training to Amer-
ica’s foreign allies” (quoted in Johnson, 2004, p. 85). While 
Stavridis and Farkas do point out that, “for corporate or non-profit 
entities, collaboration with the government may offer access to in-
formation and sometimes intelligence, as well as legitimacy” (2012, 
p. 13), they refuse to comment on what that means. However, oth-
ers have commented: “One reason privatization appeals to the 
Pentagon is that whatever these companies do becomes ‘proprie-
tary information’. The Pentagon does not even have to classify it; 
and as private property, information on the activities of such com-
panies is exempt from the Freedom of Information Act” (Johnson, 
2004, p. 85). Likewise, private corporations are able to secure such 
information and own it, taking away from the public what originally 
belonged to the public, at least in principle. 

Security for US Capitalists: The State Department and its 
Global Partners 

Very much in line in with the idea of “connected capitalism,” the 
US State Department created the office of advisor for global part-
nerships, a Senate-confirmed position (Stavridis & Farkas, 2012, p. 
17; see also DoS, 2015, 2015/3/12). The Secretary of State’s Office 
of Global Partnerships, instituted in 2009, is officially described as, 
“the entry point for collaboration between the U.S. Department of 
State, the public and private sectors, and civil society” (DoS, 2015). 
Its programs cover the Americas, scholarships for the Middle East, 
the training of “young African leaders,” and spreading the US-
dominated Internet to “poor communities” (DoS, 2015/3/12). The 
State Department says its Global Partnership Initiative has spent 
$650 Million in public and private resources on “diplomacy and 
development,” reaching 1,100 “partners” from 2009 through 2012, 
and cultivating 6,500 private sector contacts.9 In its official propa-
ganda, GPI boasts that its method involves starting with one coun-
try, 10 cities, 100 investors, 1,000 partnerships—which as much as 
these are figures too neat to be anything but invented for glossy 
brochures and happy-looking websites, at least this 1-10-100-1000 
progression graphically shows how deeply entrenched the “force 
multiplier” idea has become in official circles, military and civil-
ian.10 

The “partners” listed for the State Department’s GPI include 
philanthropic foundations, universities, airlines, weapons manufac-
turers, software companies, Google, Yahoo, soft drink manufactur-
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ers, retail giants, entertainment, banks, and oil companies (DoS, 
2014b, pp. 30-31), the core corporate sectors of the contemporary 
US economy. Among the US universities working under GPI are, 
as listed in 2014: University of Kansas, University of Massachusetts 
Boston, University of Washington, Northwestern University, and 
the University of California system (DoS, 2014b, p. 31). 

Since the creation of the Overseas Security Advisory Council 
(OSAC) in 1985 under the Reagan administration, the State De-
partment has been involved in “security cooperation” with US 
“private sector interests worldwide”. Since 1985, universities, 
churches, and NGOs have been added to the State Department’s 
list of security partners. This arrangement is directly the result of 
demands placed on the state by US corporations: “The increase in 
terrorism over the last 30 years and the continuing threat against 
U.S. interests overseas has forced many American companies to 
seek advice and assistance from the U.S. Government, particularly 
the State Department”.11 This has been the case since OSAC’s 
conception: “In 1985, a handful of chief executive officers from 
prominent American companies met with then Secretary of State 
George P. Shultz to promote cooperation between the American 
private sector worldwide and the U.S. Government on security is-
sues”.12 More than 3,500 US corporations, educational institutions, 
“faith-based institutions,” and NGOs are OSAC “constituents”.13 
Current members include Northwestern University, the University 
of California system, McGraw Hill, and a range of the most famil-
iar names in US entertainment, software, weapons manufacturing, 
financial industries, from Monsanto to Raytheon, Boeing, Micro-
soft, Walt Disney, Wal-Mart, Target, VISA, joined also by the Pen-
tagon, FBI, and the Department of Homeland Security.14 

 Similarly, USAID, which established its “Global Develop-
ment Alliance” in 2001 (see USAID, 2007), has worked with vari-
ous corporations such as Coca-Cola (on water projects in 13 
countries) and with Wal-Mart in Brazil. By 2005, USAID claimed 
to have established more than 400 such alliances, using $1.4 billion 
of its own funds with a further $4.6 billion from its partners 
(Stavridis & Farkas, 2012, p. 11). 

The US Military’s Connected Capitalists: 
Mass Media’s “Military Analysts” 

Several years ago, a series of exposés demonstrated US corporate 
mass media’s use of “military analysts” and “experts” who are re-
tired senior military officers, serving in the private sector and with 
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continued access to the Pentagon with the proviso that they repeat 
the Pentagon’s talking points on war (Barstow, 2008/4/20, 
2009/11/28, 2011/12/24). This program, which bridged the De-
partment of Defense, mass media, and corporations with military 
contracts, was described by Barstow (2008/4/20):  

“The effort... has sought to exploit ideological and military 
allegiances, and also a powerful financial dynamic: Most of the 
analysts have ties to military contractors vested in the very war 
policies they are asked to assess on air....Records and interviews 
show how the Bush administration has used its control over 
access and information in an effort to transform the analysts into 
a kind of media Trojan horse—an instrument intended to shape 
terrorism coverage from inside the major TV and radio 
networks”. 

A military retiree turned analyst-lobbyist military would gain access 
to current inside information in the Pentagon, which would be use-
ful for the private weapons contractors they served, and in return 
they would sell the administration’s talking points to the public. 
This is “connected” in the same way a totalitarian system is con-
nected. Information presented to the public was often fabricated, 
exaggerated or otherwise distorted, to boost public support for the 
war in Iraq. “A few” of these so-called analysts “expressed regret 
for participating in what they regarded as an effort to dupe the 
American public with propaganda dressed as independent military 
analysis” (Barstow, 2008/4/20). Thousands of records that were 
made public revealed “a symbiotic relationship where the usual di-
viding lines between government and journalism have been obliter-
ated”—because the mass media had themselves been enlisted as 
“force multipliers”: “Internal Pentagon documents repeatedly refer 
to the military analysts as ‘message force multipliers’ or ‘surrogates’ 
who could be counted on to deliver administration ‘themes and 
messages’ to millions of Americans ‘in the form of their own opin-
ions’” (Barstow, 2008/4/20). 

NGOs as US Force Multipliers 

The US military has been very interested in utilizing non-
governmental organizations. In 2005 then President George W. 
Bush signed National Security Presidential Directive 44 (NSPD-
44), instructing US forces to “coordinate USG [US government] 
stability operations with foreign governments, international and re-
gional organizations, nongovernmental organizations, and private 
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sector entities” (US Army, 2008b, pp. 1-13-1-14). Referring to 
NGOs in particular, the US Army noted with interest, “their exten-
sive involvement, local contacts, and experience,” which make 
“NGOs valuable sources of information about local and regional 
governments and civilian attitudes toward an operation” (US Army, 
2008b, p. A-10). The same document then added, however: “mili-
tary forces do not describe NGHAs [non-governmental humanitar-
ian aid groups] as ‘force multipliers’ or ‘partners’ of the military, or 
in any fashion that could compromise their independence or their 
goal to be perceived by the population as independent” (US Army, 
2008b, p. E-2). The reason for this little-noticed political move was 
to minimize the apparent damage done by US Secretary of State 
Colin Powell, when he declared to leaders of NGOs at a foreign 
policy conference in 2001, “I am serious about making sure we 
have the best relationship with the NGOs who are such a force 
multiplier for us, such an important part of our combat team” 
(Powell, 2001). Regardless of the minimal corrective offered by the 
US Army, seven years after Powell spoke, the fact remains that in 
its actions the US military has consistently worked in tandem with 
NGOs, particularly in Iraq and Afghanistan. Indeed, some in the 
military even publicly boast of such partnerships: 

“NGOs are increasingly working in tandem with the military on 
mutually agreed projects and objectives across the globe. Arzu, a 
Chicago-based NGO that is a significant foreign employer of 
Afghan women, and the non-profit Spirit of America have 
teamed up to sell ‘peace cords,’ bracelets that symbolically and 
literally support U.S. and NATO operations in Afghanistan. 
Employment in Afghanistan generated by the sales of the cords 
creates an environment conducive to the success of those 
operations”. (Stavridis & Farkas, 2012, p. 10, emphases added) 

“Non-state actors offer significant opportunities to expand the 
reach and effectiveness of U.S. foreign policy,” the US State De-
partment asserted in its First Quadrennial Diplomacy and Devel-
opment Review. The State Department added:  

“The potential of civil society organizations around the world to 
advance common interests with us is unprecedented....Civil 
society, universities, and humanitarian organizations can often 
act in areas or in a manner that a government simply cannot: as 
neutrals or aid providers in conflict zones; as thought-leaders; 
and as intermediaries between states or between states and 
peoples. They are indispensable partners, force multipliers, and 
agents of positive change”. (DoS, 2010, p. 14) 
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Force multipliers, partners, intermediaries, agents of change—all of 
these are contained in the State Department’s language, as it per-
fectly echoes the terms in favour in the military. The State Depart-
ment makes it plainly clear that it intends to use NGOs abroad as 
tools of US foreign policy, frequently using “civil society” as a 
rhetorically pretentious cover: 

“We will reach beyond governments to offer a place at the table 
to groups and citizens willing to shoulder a fair share of the 
burden. Our efforts to engage beyond the state begin with 
outreach to civil society—the activists, organizations, 
congregations, and journalists who work through peaceful means 
to make their countries better. While civil society is varied, many 
groups share common goals with the United States, and working 
with civil society can be an effective and efficient path to 
advance our foreign policy”. (DoS, 2010, pp. 21-22) 

In those straightforward terms, the US declares its intention of us-
ing its diplomatic stations to undermine the sovereignty of all other 
states, particularly those which it has targeted for “improvement”. 
“Civil society groups”—largely undemocratic, unaccountable and 
elitist—will “shoulder a fair share of the burden” for the sake of 
US interests. In addition, this is an “efficient” path for the US, as it 
spreads costs to others, furthering the idea that such groups are in-
strumentalized as force multipliers, of the type we see defined in 
physics texts more than in social science. 

Since the US makes some investment in the use of its force 
multipliers among the citizens of other nations, it is of course anx-
ious about their having as much room to manoeuvre as possible. 
Thus the State Department declared, “we will oppose efforts to re-
strict the space for civil society and create opportunities for civil 
society to thrive within nations and to forge connections among 
them”. Not just barring restrictions on the space for “civil soci-
ety”—a term used by US officials as if they were referring to a sub-
contractor of their own government—but it also important to 
diminish the realm of a sovereign state by eroding its boundaries, 
thus: “we will promote open governments around the world that 
are accountable and participatory” (DoS, 2010, p. 22). The State 
Department speaks of “engaging beyond the state,” which in very 
plain terms is understood to mean bypassing other states: “en-
gagement must go far beyond government-to-government interac-
tions. Non-state actors, ranging from non-governmental 
organizations to business, religious groups to community organiza-
tions, are playing an ever greater role, both locally and globally. 



MAXI MI L IA N C.  F ORTE 
 

60 

And in this information age, public opinion takes on added impor-
tance” (DoS, 2010, p. 59). US diplomats are to function as the “cir-
cuit riders” mentioned previously: “it is increasingly important for 
American diplomats to meet not only with their foreign ministry 
counterparts, but also with tribal elders or local authorities. Our 
diplomats must build partnerships and networks, implement pro-
grams, and engage with citizens, groups, and organizations” (DoS, 
2010, p. 59). In 2011, US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton opened 
what she called a “strategic dialogue with civil society,” and the 
choice of the term “strategic” clearly cannot be taken lightly. In ad-
dition she created the position of Senior Advisor for Civil Society 
and Emerging Democracies (DoS, 2010, p. 59), intending to fur-
ther institutionalize this deeper form of US intervention, where 
something akin to occupation and indirect role becomes the stan-
dard operating procedure. 

If the State Department thinks it can use NGOs as its tools, it 
is due in part to the fact that some NGOs have been more than 
willing to serve as such. In some noteworthy cases, such as the first 
war against Iraq, “NGOs supplied the necessary legitimacy for the 
U.S. ‘police interventions,’ a legitimacy expressed in terms of hu-
man rights and respect for law” (Ash, 2003, p. 239). NGOs, funded 
by US philanthropic foundations, help to maintain the illusion of 
an international social contract, as if speaking for a nonexistent 
world electorate. As Ash explained, with the US government pro-
fessing a “commitment to human rights, democracy, and rule of 
law,” this “promised hope and gave the system respectability, even 
among its critics,” with the result that revelations of war crimes, 
atrocities, and negation of human rights are treated as “flaws,” or 
“mistakes,” and “far from undermining the system, they generated 
calls for improving it” (Ash, 2003, p. 239). 

In Good Intentions (Forte, 2014), space was devoted to the role 
of NGOs in supporting US imperial ventures, as part of successive 
US governments’ “diplomacy, development, defence” programs. 
The US prefers to work through non-state actors because it grants 
US intervention cover, a veneer of popularity and legitimacy when 
uncovered, and it serves the basic capitalist aim of undermining the 
power of states not sufficiently “open” and “responsive” to US 
capital. Horace Campbell (2014) further explained how NGOs 
served as “force multipliers” for the US: 

“During the nineties military [j]ournals such as Parameters honed 
the discussion of the  planning for the increased engagement of 
international NGO’s and by the end of the 20th century the big  
international NGO’s  Care, Catholic Relief Services , Save The 
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Children, World Vision, and Medicins Sans Frontieres (MSF) 
were acting like major international corporations doing 
subcontracting work for the US military. At the time when the 
book The Road to Hell: the Ravaging Effects of Foreign Aid and 
International Charity was written by Michael Maren to expose the 
role of humanitarian agencies in Somalia, there was already 
enough information to expose the militarization of humanitarian 
work”. 

The US government has formally institutionalized its partnership 
with NGOs through the State Department’s Office of Civilian-
Military Cooperation (CMC). 

The role of NGOs as “a Trojan Horse for world imperialism” 
was also demonstrated in the propaganda leading up to the planned 
US armed attacks against Syria in August-September (2012): 

“Among the most strident voices was that of Bernard Kouchner, 
the co-founder of Médecins Sans Frontières (Doctors Without 
Borders—MSF) and former foreign minister in the right-wing 
government of President Nicolas Sarkozy. He impatiently asked 
in late July, ‘The famous American drones, where are they?’ 
imploring the imperialist powers to take military action in the 
name of humanitarianism. The MSF, recipient of the 1999 
Nobel Peace Prize, was the first to report the August 21 attack in 
Ghouta, Syria, which the US hoped to use as a direct pretext for 
a military assault. As the organization admitted, the MSF’s 
decision to issue an international press release on the incident—
which had not taken place in an MSF hospital, but in its ‘silent 
partner’ facilities in rebel-controlled areas—was highly political” 
(Hanover, 2013/12/30). 

Indeed, MSF doctors were not even present in the area of the al-
leged government attack. A month after the fact, Hanover noted, 
the New York Times “belatedly mentioned that doctors are often 
‘notoriously wrong’ when assessing chemical weapons injuries”. 
Since then, Seymour Hersh has shown that the US President 
Barack Obama and his officials were “knowingly lying when they 
claimed that the Syrian government had carried out the sarin gas 
attack last August” (Hanover, 2013/12/30). 

Academic Multipliers 

“I had no hint that, as a student of Asia, I would become as 
much a spear-carrier for empire as I had been in the navy” 
(Johnson, 2004, p. xxvi) 



MAXI MI L IA N C.  F ORTE 
 

62 

A great many books have been, and continue to be written about 
the collaboration and complicities between universities and their 
scholars and the US imperial state, from before the Cold War, dur-
ing, and after. This topic largely exceeds the confines of this chap-
ter, but as we saw in the case of OSAC above, it is important to 
remember that US universities and numerous academics, including 
very prominent ones, have played roles supportive of specific and 
broad US foreign policy goals. The scientization of discourse is it-
self one result of the Cold War repression of academic dissent in 
the US. The elites have enlisted “science” as a means of “contain-
ing the future by controlling the present politics of knowledge” 
(Nandy, 2005, p. 28) 

In the period since September 11, 2001, there has been a major 
push in parts of Europe and North America to re-enlist academics 
as “force multipliers,” ranging from various research streams 
funded by military and intelligence agencies, to outright incorpora-
tion into military units active in war zones. In what is a representa-
tive point of view considering the nature of attendees at the annual 
Halifax International Security Forum, a participant from the Hoo-
ver Institution in the US told his audience that, “ideas the best 
force-multipliers. They incite and intoxicate, making men fight to 
the death and fueling boundless cruelty” (Joffe, 2014). However, 
Joffe bitterly bemoaned the fact that “the West” has lost the “fer-
vor” that drove “global conquest,” and he condemned “postmod-
ernism” as a “force diminisher” for being an ideology that abjures 
racism, imperialism, oppression—as if these are virtuous stances 
that need further reinforcement. Joffe then denounced intellectuals 
as a “force inhibitor: “Once the spearhead of nationalism, the 
West’s intelligentsia is now its fiercest critic. The West’s warrior 
culture is disappearing outside the US, Israel, Britain, and France” 
(Joffe, 2014). The elite is clearly getting desperate when such full-
throated and crude diatribes, that represent the worst, most reac-
tionary orthodoxy, are offered proudly to the public as important 
contributions. 

The Desire to Annex Cuba from the Inside Out 

In the context of the recent resumption of diplomatic relations be-
tween Cuba and the US, it is important to note and understand in 
light of the above sections that the term “engagement” reappears in 
the US narrative on Cuba: “I believe that we can do more to sup-
port the Cuban people and promote our values through engage-
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ment” (Obama, 2014b). Announcing the new phase of Cuba-US 
relations, Obama stated, “I am convinced that through a policy of 
engagement, we can more effectively stand up for our values”. 
Obama insists that, “the United States has supported democracy 
and human rights in Cuba through these five decades,” as he at-
tempts to sell his policy as a continuation of that theme, in order to 
allay the fears of domestic expatriates and more reactionary ele-
ments of Cuban-American opinion. Obama’s policy is clearly in 
line with everything he has said in the passages quoted throughout 
this chapter: he intends to rely on force multipliers. His call for lift-
ing travel restrictions on US citizens, is thus justified as follows: 
“Cuban Americans have been reunited with their families, and are 
the best possible ambassadors for our values”. Repeatedly 
throughout his announcement, Obama speaks of “engagement,” 
“openness,” US citizens traveling to Cuba and serving as “ambas-
sadors” who take part in “people-to-people engagement”. Obama 
also committed the US to supporting “humanitarian projects,” the 
growth of a Cuban private sector, and to open the floodgates to US 
telecommunications access to Cuba. In other words, if we have 
learned anything, then we would understand that there is nothing at 
all innocent about Obama’s remarks. This does not mean that 
Cuba will not or cannot resist; it means it must continue to do so, 
only with even greater vigilance. 

In the years and months leading up to the December 17, 2014, 
announcement of renewed diplomatic ties, a series of reports re-
vealed several programs of covert US intervention in Cuba, which 
Obama would hope to institutionalize as “normal bilateral rela-
tions”. For example, in 2009 Alan Gross, a USAID contractor, was 
imprisoned in Cuba for crimes against the state: “Gross was sent to 
Cuba to secretly distribute Internet equipment to Jewish commu-
nity groups, part of a congressionally mandated program to en-
courage Cuban democracy” (DeYoung, 2014/12/17). More 
recently, in a series of detailed revelations published by the Associ-
ated Press, USAID, “infiltrated Cuba’s hip-hop scene, recruiting 
unwitting rappers to spark a youth movement against the govern-
ment”, having developed a four-year program that compromised 
critics of the government. We also learned that the hip-hop opera-
tion ran simultaneously with two other USAID programs: “the 
launch of a secret ‘Cuban Twitter’ [ZunZuneo] and a program that 
sent Latin American youth to provoke dissent—and also involved 
elaborate subterfuge, including a front organization and an exotic 
financial scheme to mask American involvement”. At the centre of 
the plot was Creative Associates International, “a company with a 
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multimillion-dollar contract from USAID,” whose goal was stated 
as follows: “commandeer the island’s hip-hop scene ‘to help Cuban 
youth break the information blockade’ and build ‘youth networks 
for social change’” (Butler et al., 2014/12/11). Soon after the re-
ports were published, USAID director Raj Shah resigned (Kumar, 
2014/12/17). The Cuban American “youth group,” Roots of 
Hope, which was involved with the covert USAID program to cre-
ate ZunZuneo, is currently partnering with Google as the latter 
seeks to essentially build Cuba’s Internet. A US academic, Ted 
Henken, “a Baruch College professor who has studied Cuba’s 
Internet issues,” told a newspaper that, “it is less likely that Web 
connection and services coming from the United States, such as 
Google’s, will be seen as a Trojan horse now that the Obama ad-
ministration has explicitly rejected a regime change policy and 
moved toward engagement” (quoted in Torres, 2015/7/3). While 
Henken may understand certain Internet issues, he botched the 
analysis of what the US government means by “engagement,” 
given what we have learned in previous sections here, from US 
government documents themselves.  

What has been covert—and denied until it was exposed—can 
become more or less overt now, if one takes Obama’s announced 
intentions at face value, and if one believes the Cuban authorities 
and the revolutionary system that has benefited the majority will 
simply be passive unlike ever before. Obama is first of all interested 
in spearheading the development of the Cuban private sector: “Our 
travel and remittance policies are helping Cubans by providing al-
ternative sources of information and opportunities for self-
employment and private property ownership, and by strengthening 
independent civil society”. Several announced policy changes are 
intended to make it easier for US citizens “to provide business 
training for private Cuban businesses and small farmers and pro-
vide other support for the growth of Cuba’s nascent private sec-
tor”. Secondly, the US hopes to expand “Internet penetration” in 
Cuba; allowing for the commercial export of US telecommunica-
tions goods and services, “will contribute to the ability of the Cu-
ban people to communicate with people in the United States”. 
Thirdly, in order to provide political protection for these US intru-
sions, “a critical focus of our increased engagement will include 
continued strong support by the United States for improved hu-
man rights conditions and democratic reforms in Cuba,” and in 
very bold language the White House adds: “Our efforts are aimed 
at promoting the independence of the Cuban people so they do not 
need to rely on the Cuban state”. The intention to diminish the 
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power of the Cuban state, to sideline it, and to thus lower the sov-
ereign protection of Cuba, is stated plainly in commonplace neolib-
eral terms. The US Congress is already funding “democracy 
programming” in Cuba—ironic, given Cuba’s already extensive sys-
tem of participatory democracy and mass mobilization (White 
House, 2014). 

In language that reminds one of the meaning of “circuit rider,” 
Obama stated the following in his July 1, 2015, announcement of 
the upcoming opening of embassies:  

“With this change, we will be able to substantially increase our 
contacts with the Cuban people. We’ll have more personnel at 
our embassy. And our diplomats will have the ability to engage 
more broadly across the island. That will include the Cuban 
government, civil society, and ordinary Cubans who are reaching 
for a better life.” (White House, 2015b) 

However, since US diplomats will be required to inform the Cuban 
authorities of their travel in the island, and since they will be 
watched regardless, it’s not certain that the US will be doing any-
thing other than placing a few Cuban individuals on the front-line 
of US policy. The “normalization” of relations is nowhere ex-
plained by Cuban authorities as a desire to surrender or to change 
the socio-economic system to become more like the US. Instead, it 
is cast as a victory for Cuba, since it was obtained without having 
given the US any of its long-sought concessions and since it in-
volved a more than tacit admission by the US that decades of seek-
ing regime change amounted to a complete failure. 

The Physics of Blowback and Overstretch 

Another sort of physics emerged, right from within the same estab-
lishment of military and political institutions that produced “force 
multipliers”. If this other physics has attained the prominence that 
it has, such that it now has a foothold in academia and is a firm 
part of popular discourse in the US primarily, it is due at least in 
part to the social prominence and respectability of the false physics 
that it counters. By this other physics I mean the concepts of 
“blowback” and “overstretch” which, like “force multipliers,” are 
useful for descriptively pointing to certain “real-world” phenom-
ena, but are impoverished half-attempts at theory. I return to the 
question of theory, and theorization, in the concluding paragraphs 
of this chapter. 
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Blowback: In Its Restricted and Extended Senses 

Blowback is a reaction to force: a reaction to “hard power,” and par-
ticularly a reaction to covert operations. The term originates from 
“a classified government document in the CIA’s post-action report 
on the secret overthrow of the Iranian government in 1953” (John-
son, 2004, p. xii). As Chalmers Johnson explained further, “blow-
back” was invented by the CIA “to describe the likelihood that our 
covert operations in other people’s countries would result in re-
taliations against Americans, civilian and military, at home and 
abroad” (Johnson, 2004, p. ix). As a former CIA analyst, Johnson 
would have been familiar with CIA terminology, and he did a great 
deal to popularize the term. From the CIA, it became the centre-
piece of academic analysis with Johnson. In its “most rigorous 
definition,” blowback does not mean “mere reactions to historical 
events but rather to clandestine operations carried out by the U.S. 
government that are aimed at overthrowing foreign regimes, or 
seeking the execution of people the United States wanted elimi-
nated by ‘friendly’ foreign armies, or helping launch state terrorist 
operations against overseas target populations” (Johnson, 2004, p. 
xi). Thus a reaction against force multipliers is also implied by 
blowback. “As a concept,” Johnson adds, “blowback is obviously 
most easily grasped in its straightforward manifestations. The unin-
tended consequences of American policies and acts in country X 
lead to a bomb at an American embassy in country Y or a dead 
American in country Z” (2004, p. xi). In a broader sense, “blow-
back is another way of saying that a nation reaps what it sows” 
(Johnson, 2004, p. xi). Thus far the concept appears simple 
enough, blending very basic action-reaction with common moral 
approaches to human affairs, rooted in biblical proverbs. 

The idea of blowback hinges on the motivation to retaliate. As 
Johnson puts it, “American policy is seeding resentments that are 
bound to breed attempts at revenge” (2004, p. 65). Without re-
sentment there is no compulsion to seek revenge; without an effort 
made to exact revenge, there can be no blowback. “The most direct 
and obvious form of blowback” has tended to occur “when the 
victims fight back after a secret American bombing, or a U.S.-
sponsored campaign of state terrorism, or a CIA-engineered over-
throw of a foreign political leader” (Johnson, 2004, p. 9). Blowback 
involves the creation of force multipliers in reverse. The Defense 
Science Board (1997, p. 15) resists identifying US intervention as a 
cause for retaliation, but nonetheless stated the following highly 
suggestive conclusion based on the data it accumulated:  
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“Historical data show a strong correlation between US 
involvement in international situations and an increase in 
terrorist attacks against the United States. In addition, the 
military asymmetry that denies nation states the ability to engage 
in overt attacks against the United States drives the use of 
transnational actors”. 

Blowback is also understood in an “extended” sense by John-
son, one that departs from what he calls straightforward examples. 
Blowback in this broader sense “includes the decline of key Ameri-
can industries because of the export-led economic policies of our 
satellites, the militarism and arrogance of power that inevitably 
conflict with our democratic structure of government, and the dis-
tortions to our culture and basic values as we are increasingly re-
quired to try to justify our imperialism” (Johnson, 2004, pp. xi-xii). 
This can be a more productive approach to blowback, one that can 
link to a series of related theses describing the wider fallout of US 
interventionism, and not just the covert kind. In words that echo 
those of former President Dwight Eisenhower and Senator J. Wil-
liam Fulbright, Johnson laments the extravagant growth of a self-
seeking military establishment nearly beyond civilian control, and 
an increasingly impoverished citizenry forced to pay for perpetual 
wars and bailouts (Johnson, 2004, pp. 218, 221, 222). Andrew 
Bacevich makes similar points, tying blowback into overstretch: 

“as events have made plain, the United States is ill-prepared to 
wage a global war of no exits and no deadlines. The sole 
superpower lacks the resources—economic, political, and 
military—to support a large-scale, protracted conflict without, at 
the very least, inflicting severe economic and political damage on 
itself. American power has limits and is inadequate to the 
ambitions to which hubris and sanctimony have given rise”. 
(Bacevich, 2008, p. 11) 

One of Johnson’s primary conclusions was that “more imperi-
alist projects simply generate more blowback” (2004, p. 223)—
simple, and even inevitable, he thus maintained: “efforts to main-
tain imperial hegemony inevitably generate multiple forms of 
blowback” (2004, p. 229). Inevitability is scaled down to “in all like-
lihood,” when Johnson argued that world politics in the twenty-
first century will be driven primarily by blowback from the second 
half of the twentieth century, “that is, from the unintended conse-
quences of the Cold War and the crucial American decision to 
maintain a Cold War posture in a post-Cold War world” (2004, p. 
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229). In words that foresaw the current US and NATO conflict 
with Russia, Johnson offered some wise words: 

“The American empire has become skilled at developing self-
fulfilling—and self-serving—prophecies in order to justify its 
policies. It expands the NATO alliance eastward in part in order 
to sell arms to the former Soviet bloc countries, whose armies 
are being integrated into the NATO command structure, with 
the certain knowledge that doing so will threaten Russia and 
elicit a hostile Russian reaction. This Russian reaction then 
becomes the excuse for the expansion”. (Johnson, 2004, p. 92) 

As previewed above, Johnson like Bacevich also carried over 
the implications of blowback into his arguments about what he 
calls overstretch (more about that in the next section). Since the US 
is reaching the limits in what it can afford in terms of its ongoing 
military deployment and interventions, it has begun to extract “ever 
growing amounts of ‘host-nation support’ from its clients, or even 
direct subsidies from its ‘allies’. Japan, one of many allied nations 
that helped finance the massive American military effort in the 
Gulf War, paid up to the tune of $13 billion. (The U.S. government 
even claimed in the end to have made a profit on the venture.)” 
(Johnson, 2004, p. 221). Here we see a formulation that derives 
from the “science” that has been proffered by military and intelli-
gence elites: because “overstretch” results from “blowback” (in the 
broad sense), the US needs to lean more heavily on “force multipli-
ers”. 

If we take blowback in its restricted sense, it appears to be a 
useful concept—when actual blowback happens. It is a simple, ar-
guably simplistic, concept that derives its credibility from Newto-
nian physics. Isaac Newton’s “third law of motion,” as most 
readers can recite already, is that “for every action, there is an equal 
and opposite reaction”. But is there? Since the attacks of “9/11” 
are seen by writers following Johnson as “blowback”—then there 
should have a very long line of culprits if the concept really 
worked. Everyone from Chileans to Argentinians, Uruguayans, Bo-
livians, Colombians, Nicaraguans, Vietnamese, Cambodians, Filipi-
nos, Japanese, Germans, Italians, Russians, Serbians, Libyans, 
Congolese, etc., etc., should have been plotting multiple attacks for 
decades. In fact, given the wide array of grievances and resent-
ments, spread near and far, if there is one conclusion that can be 
safely derived is that, understood in its restricted sense, blowback 
almost never happens. When such blowback does happen, then of 
course it is a relatively easy thing to call it a “self-fulfilling proph-
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ecy” and to appear convincing. We should be cautious about as-
suming blowback to be either simple, or simply inevitable (as John-
son tends to do), since it offers another falsely scientific, 
mechanical formulation that does not stand even the most basic 
empirical testing. 

It is far more useful to broaden blowback, but to do so in a 
manner that goes beyond Johnson’s attempt. When blowback is 
understood in cyclical, socio-economic and cultural terms, alternat-
ing between external and internal events that sometimes operate in 
tandem, in a nation-state where blowback was already to be found 
before any given external actions, where new domestic effects are 
generated by the importation of the techniques of war and domina-
tion, with mounting political and economic costs, then we have the 
foundation not for a productive concept, but a theory. For exam-
ple, the security spectacle produced in US airports, the militariza-
tion of the police, the increased number of riots in African-
American inner cities, the bankruptcy of whole cities, the excessive 
production of violent movies and games, and many other phenom-
ena, can all be taken as constituting blowback. 

Otherwise, what embarrasses the simple concepts of blowback 
and force multipliers, is the apparent reality of some of the US’ 
own force multipliers becoming the vectors of blowback, such as 
Saudi Arabia, Al Qaeda, and numerous “Islamist militias” in Libya. 
Blowback, in Johnson’s formulations, also rests on the common 
assumption of “unintended consequences”. It is increasingly diffi-
cult to find US security and international relations writers mention-
ing consequences without qualifying them as “unintended”. Why 
must they always be assumed to be unintended, even in cases 
where a battery of officials have testified before Congress about the 
likely outcomes of US military intervention in cases such as Libya? 
While neither the idea of an omniscient, ubiquitous and all-
powerful US, nor a perfectly innocent and ignorant US, is convinc-
ing, we must allow some room for cases where chaos, disorder, and 
fragmentation were the unspoken aims of US interventions abroad. 
Chaos can be very profitable, especially for those who have turned 
permanent war into a lucrative industry. Even understood in John-
son’s broad sense, blowback can be profitable. Bacevich (2008, p. 
173) argues that some wish to maintain US dependence on im-
ported oil, imported goods, and foreign credit: 

“The centers of authority within Washington—above all, the 
White House and the upper echelons of the national security 
state—actually benefit from this dependency: It provides the 
source of status, power, and prerogatives. Imagine the impact 
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just on the Pentagon were this country actually to achieve 
anything approaching energy independence. U.S. Central 
Command would go out of business. Dozens of bases in and 
around the Middle East would close. The navy’s Fifth Fleet 
would stand down. Weapons contracts worth tens of billions of 
dollars would risk being canceled”. 

Overstretch: The Unnatural Limits of Imperialism 

Overstretch, like blowback, forms part of a publicly acceptable 
American way of speaking of the “dilemmas” of “global leader-
ship,” and has been the case at least since the 1966 publication of 
The Arrogance of Power by then US Senator J. William Fulbright. Ful-
bright, referring to the history of “great nations,” noted that they 
have always set out upon missions to police the world, “and they 
have wrought havoc, bringing misery to their intended beneficiaries 
and destruction upon themselves” (Fulbright, 1966, p. 138). There 
is an implicit idea of blowback, in the broad sense. What is now 
called overstretch, Fulbright called overextension: 

“America is showing some signs of that fatal presumption, that 
overextension of power and mission, which has brought ruin to 
great nations in the past. The process has hardly begun, but the 
war which we are now fighting [in Vietnam] can only accelerate 
it. If the war goes on and expands, if that fatal process continues 
to accelerate until America becomes what she is not now and 
never has been, a seeker after unlimited power and empire, the 
leader of a global counter-revolution, then Vietnam will have 
had a mighty and tragic fallout indeed”. (Fulbright, 1966, p. 138) 

Overextension stemmed from “our excessive involvement in the 
affairs of other countries,” excessive in part because US empire was 
now “living off our assets and denying our own people the proper 
enjoyment of their resources” (Fulbright, 1966, p. 21). The “exces-
sive preoccupation with foreign relations over a long period of 
time” is a “drain on the power that gave rise to it, because it diverts 
a nation from the sources of its strength, which are in its domestic 
life” and Fulbright warned that, “a nation immersed in foreign af-
fairs is expending its capital, human as well as material” and faced 
the prospect of ruin by expending its “energies in foreign adven-
tures while allowing...domestic bases to deteriorate” (Fulbright, 
1966, pp. 20-21). Repeatedly in his book Fulbright argued against a 
foreign policy that involved the US “in the affairs of most of the 
nations of the world while its own domestic needs are neglected or 
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postponed” (Fulbright, 1966, p. 134), emphasizing his warning that 
“an ambitious foreign policy built on a deteriorating domestic base 
is possible only for a limited time” (Fulbright, 1966, p. 217). 

The concept of imperial “overstretch” is now regularly associ-
ated with the work of the historian Paul Kennedy (1989), which 
describes a situation that arises when a state’s engagements and 
presence beyond its borders result in mounting costs, while the 
ability to meet such costs begins to diminish. This concept of em-
pire living beyond its means has also become popularized, largely 
as a form of safe critique: imperialism is to be rejected, when it be-
comes too costly to the imperialists. Overstretch seems to stand 
out, after the fact. However, there is clearly a concern among po-
litical and military elites in Washington that overstretch is a distinct 
possibility, either right now or in the near future, hence the grow-
ing proliferation in usage of the force multiplier idea, of spreading 
costs, and “sharing the burden” as Hillary Clinton put it. Johnson 
also links overstretch to blowback: “the duties of ‘lone superpower’ 
produced military overstretch; globalization led to economic over-
stretch; and both are contributing to an endemic crisis of blow-
back” (2004, p. 215). Some root the problem of overstretch in 
policies that began to take shape from the start of the 1960s, with 
an increased US emphasis on maintaining a “forward presence,” to 
be “forward deployed,” and thus ultimately able to project power 
anywhere on earth (Bacevich, 2010, pp. 22, 150, 162). The “Ameri-
can credo of global leadership” commits the US to what is in effect 
“a condition of permanent national security crisis,” or constant 
“semiwar” (Bacevich, 2010, p. 27). This placement of US “inter-
ests” everywhere on earth, an effective territorialization that paral-
lels older forms of colonialism, is best expressed in the words of 
then CIA Director Allen Dulles in 1963: 

“The whole world is the arena of our conflict....our vital interests 
are subject to attack in almost every quarter of the globe at any 
time...[it is essential] to maintain a constant watch in every part 
of the world, no matter what may at the moment be occupying 
the main attention of diplomats and military men”. (Quoted in 
Bacevich, 2010, p. 40) 

Bacevich also anchors the dynamics of overstretch in an ex-
tended critique of the perceived moral qualities of all Americans, in 
terms of their hubris, sanctimony, convinced of their own excep-
tional qualities and as destined to lead the world, their overconfi-
dence and arrogance, and so forth. His analysis relies heavily on the 
works of a theological scholar, Reinhold Niebuhr. There is very lit-
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tle in the way of a materialist analysis, of discussion of capital and 
labour, trade and investment, production and consumption, or 
even inequality as Bacevich speaks of “Americans” as a largely un-
differentiated and unitary entity, with shared moral qualities (or de-
fects) and shared understandings. Rather than the rigorously 
imitative scientism of his former colleagues in the US military, 
Bacevich indulges in theology and morality. Empire exists in his 
work largely as a quality of the mind, and secondarily as expressed 
by military action. It is an argument that resonates with the Chris-
tian, anti-big government crowd of libertarian Republicans (Bace-
vich professes to be Republican)—and thus what is largely 
excluded is any discussion of the role of “big business,” which is 
shielded from his critique. 

This is not to say that there is little to learn from Bacevich’s 
works, as much as they tend to repeat each other, and that one 
should ignore the ideological and cultural dimensions of imperial-
ism, such as the civilizing mission, universalism, and assimilation. 
His critique can also be useful as a corrective to the mainstream 
propaganda—here he is quoting Niebuhr: 

“One of the most pathetic aspects of human history is that every 
civilization expresses itself most pretentiously, compounds its 
partial and universal values most convincingly, and claims 
immortality for its finite existence at the very moment when the 
decay which leads to death has already begun”. (Bacevich, 2008, 
p. 12) 

While his critique is more political-military than economic, Bace-
vich as a senior officer and insider offers much that is valuable 
concerning the state’s practice of global interventionism and the 
reigning ideology. 

Going back to Fulbright, one may also detect an assumption 
that US imperialism was meant to be profitable to all US citizens, 
like an investment that promised returns, only these returns are 
now failing to materialize. Moreover, the resources needed to sus-
tain this global overextension are dwindling (Fulbright does not ob-
ject to extension as such, only to an undefined excess of it). This is a 
view that differs sharply with understandings of imperialism found 
in the works of Marxists, or in anthropological writings such as 
Kapferer (2005). Thus Fulbright does not admit that imperialism 
need be profitable only to a select few (Kapferer’s corporate oligar-
chy), that exploitation and inequality at home is fully consistent 
with imperial extension, and that the resources to sustain empire 
may be dwindling at home, but expanding abroad. 
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Imperialism as a Syndrome 

Diverse theories of imperialism and their research methodologies 
tend to focus attention on a select aspect of the phenomenon (the 
economic, political, military, or moral as we just saw), rather than 
taking a holistic approach that would approach imperialism as a 
grouping of phenomena, processes, and practices. “Imperialism as 
a syndrome” might be what we call this holistic approach, one that 
understands and explains imperialism as ideology, narratives, val-
ues, beliefs, ways of living, social relationships, and ways of produc-
ing, consuming and exchanging. 

While imperialism is safely spotted in a projection outwards 
from the state at the heart of an empire, imperialism also involves 
domesticated replication of patterns of foreign domination, an in-
ternalization of imperialism, down to everyday social relations and 
cultural meanings. Home is a laboratory for conceiving and devis-
ing practices of domination, just as occupied territories abroad fur-
nish laboratories for the further refinement and reworking of the 
techniques of oppression which are then imported back into the 
home state of empire. In other words, the US did not invent its 
imperialism only after its first foreign intervention. Instead we see a 
continuum between the dominant vilification of “savagism” in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and “terrorism” in the twenty-
first century. There is also a continuum between the internal colo-
nial wars against Indigenous Peoples, the formation of reservations 
and residential schools, and the counterinsurgency and school 
building programs undertaken by the US in Afghanistan, and the 
growth of the prison-industrial complex at home, the militarization 
of policing, and mass surveillance of citizens. The mistake com-
monly made in public discourse is to treat these as individual and 
separate phenomena, when we know and experience the fact that 
they do not occur as individual or separate: one is preceded by the 
other which enables, justifies, permits or requires the next phe-
nomenon in the chain. War overseas, for example, is inevitably tied 
to monitoring and suppressing anti-war dissent at home—not, in 
other words, separate phenomena to be treated apart from each 
other. 

Imperialism may be seen as a social relationship, not just an 
“international” one between states. As a social relationship it is 
shaped by and produces a belief system, self-conceptions, identi-
ties, and practices that are driven by goals of accumulation-via-
domination—by principles of a life that is lived at the expense of 
the lives of others. Interpersonal encounters are militarized by the 
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technologies of warfare and security. Bodies are pathologized (e.g. 
the black teenager in a “hoodie” assumed to be a threat). Classes 
are exploited as if those born into them had a natural duty to serve 
the wealthy and make the wealthy even richer. Imperialism is not 
just something that states do to other states—it might even be eas-
ier to extirpate if that is all it was.  

As a way of life, imperialism thrives on the domination of the 
non-human world, laying waste to it if necessary, through excess 
consumption that boasts of massive accumulation, and the social 
respectability and political clout that is won by the demonstrated 
ability of the few to consume massively. Indeed, even the creation 
of categories such as “human” and “non-human” is the ideological 
infrastructure set up to prepare for an assault on our environment 
and all of its other inhabitants. Moreover, destructive exploitation 
of the environment under capitalism is mirrored socially, through 
the unequal differential allocation of the “benefits” of this exploita-
tion. Historically, it is under capitalism that imperialism reaches the 
most extreme limits of this sort of thinking and practice, of con-
sumption through destruction, of production through annihilation, 
and exchange via dispossession, with the concomitant scaling of 
rewards according to class and race. Furthermore, this sort of im-
perialism has itself reached an extreme under US dominance. This 
is merely offered as the barest and most rudimentary of synopses. 

To his credit, of the writers consulted for this chapter, Bace-
vich has glimpsed the dual inner-outer dynamic of imperialism 
when he argues that “the impulses that have landed us in a war of 
no exits and no deadlines come from within” (Bacevich, 2008, p. 
5). He explains his argument by adding that, “foreign policy has, 
for decades, provided an outward manifestation of American do-
mestic ambitions, urges, and fears,” with foreign policy increasingly 
becoming an expression of “domestic dysfunction—an attempt to 
manage or defer coming to terms with contradictions besetting the 
American way of life” (Bacevich, 2008, p. 5). He takes this ap-
proach even further when he theorizes that, “Washington is less a 
geographic expression than a set of interlocking institutions,” and it 
extends from the executive, judicial and legislative branches to be-
yond, including law enforcement more generally, plus think tanks 
and interests groups, lawyers and lobbyists, big banks and other fi-
nancial institutions, and universities (Bacevich, 2010, p. 15). Wash-
ington is a place in name only, otherwise it travels across places as 
it transcends, forming a system as only an imperial capital could. I 
would add that Washington is also not just “American,” but in-
cludes at least the dominant classes of what I earlier called the 
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Global USA, that vast network of elites and their dependents, 
whose ambitions comprise acting, thinking, eating, drinking, dress-
ing, and even talking like “Americans”. My thesis is also that with-
out this GUSA, the US imperialist project would collapse with 
dramatic rapidity, hence the importance of our discussion focusing 
on “force multipliers”. 

Conclusions, Questions, Orientations 

If the present provides a hint of what it is to come, the nastiest, ug-
liest, and bloodiest wars to be fought this century will be between 
states opposed to continued US dominance, and the force multipli-
ers of US dominance. We see the outline of sovereign self-defense 
programs that take diverse forms, from the banning of foreign 
funding for NGOs operating in a state’s territory, controlling the 
mass media, arresting protesters, shutting down CIA-funded politi-
cal parties, curtailing foreign student exchanges, denying visas to 
foreign academic researchers, terminating USAID operations, to 
expelling US ambassadors, and so forth. In extreme cases, this in-
cludes open warfare between governments and armed rebels 
backed by the US, or more indirectly (as the force multiplier prin-
ciple mandates) backed by US allies. US intervention will provoke 
and heighten paranoia, stoking repression, and create the illusion of 
a self-fulfilling prophecy that US interventionists can further ma-
nipulate, using logic of this kind: they are serial human rights abus-
ers; we therefore need to intervene in the name of humanity. There 
will be no discussion, let alone admission, that US covert interven-
tion helped to provoke repression, and that the US knowingly 
placed its “force multipliers” on the front line. “Force multipliers” 
also requires us to understand the full depth and scope of US im-
perialism comprising, among other things: entertainment, food, 
drink, software, agriculture, arms sales, media, and so on. 

Yet, in the end, we are still left with a basic question: What is a 
force multiplier? There are even more answers to this question than 
there are persons answering it. Beyond the most basic definition in 
physics, we see a proliferation of examples of force multipliers, re-
flecting a weak pseudo-science that reifies actual policies, offering 
mixed results in practice. Given the scientistic and positivist ap-
proach that achieved hegemony during the Cold War in US univer-
sities and the military, the conceptualization of force multipliers 
reveals familiar problems arising from the naturalization of social 
phenomena, of “man” as “molecule” of society. As an impover-
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ished form of political science, one that is formulaic, mechanical, 
utilitarian, and ideologically-driven, the force multiplier idea none-
theless poses difficult anthropological questions about the agency 
of others. My hope was that military writers did not choose to write 
“force multipliers,” because candidly calling them “quislings,” 
“shills,” “dupes,” “pawns” or “suckers” would have been too “po-
litically incorrect,” or would have validated older, Cold War-era ac-
cusations of the US supporting “stooges,” “lackeys,” “cronies,” 
“henchmen,” “running dogs,” or “lap dogs”. In other words, my 
hope was that this was not yet another imperial euphemism. Re-
gardless of the intentions behind the terminology, whether con-
scious or not, the basic idea of using humans as a form of drone, 
one that is less expensive yet more precise and in less need of con-
stant guidance, seems to be the persisting feature of the force mul-
tiplier concept. 

If the concept is not a mere euphemism, then there is still an 
absence of sound theorization of force multipliers on the part of 
the Pentagon, and by that I mean that while an inchoate lexical in-
frastructure exists consisting of nested synonyms derived from the 
natural sciences, there is little more than crude utilitarianism and 
functionalism to hold the terms together. Some may wish to retort, 
“then that is the theory” by noting the presence of functionalist as-
sumptions and premises derived from rational-choice theories. 
However, the presence of theory should also involve the process of 
theorization, which entails questioning, revising, and exposing 
one’s assumptions to a dialogue with other theories and with facts 
that appear to challenge the validity of the theory. There may be a 
lot of real-world destruction by the US military and intelligence ap-
paratus, but there is no winning as such—the absence of theoriza-
tion is killing the imperial political and security structures, but their 
exposure to critical theories will only hasten their defeat. No won-
der then that so many right-wing “pro-military” columnists in the 
US routinely scoff at and dismiss “post-colonialism”—theirs is a 
hegemony in trouble, turned narcissistic: unable to find their mirror 
image in many sectors of the social sciences and humanities, they 
resort to angry triumphalism and cyclical repetition of the same 
failed “solutions,” repeated over and over again. On the other 
hand, they can find their mirror-image in academia, and particularly 
anthropology, in other ways: many US anthropologists’ convoluted 
(meta)theoretical fumblings, obfuscated by pretentious language 
whose deliberate lack of clarity masks deep confusion and bewil-
derment, stands out particularly in the cases of topics which are 
“new,” such as democracy or globalization. In this sense, both the 
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US military and US anthropology in some quarters share in com-
mon a proliferation of theoretical-sounding rhetoric and a lack of 
scientific theory. Not coincidentally, both also share an apparent 
aversion to even saying the word “imperialism”. One might detect 
a certain decadence in imperial intellectual life, of which the force 
multiplier theoretical pretense is but one small example. 
 Clearly there are numerous examples of agents serving as 
“force multipliers,” and almost as clear is the absence of theoriza-
tion, let alone reason for imperial elites to feel confident about suc-
cess when the political, economic, and cultural projects they 
represent are domestically bankrupt and alienating. Counterinsur-
gency in Afghanistan and Iraq, and “winning hearts and minds,” 
certainly did happen in some places and to some extent, which 
gives partial weight to the “force multiplier” idea at the core of 
these processes. However, on the whole, counterinsurgency pro-
grams have been defeated in Afghanistan just as in Vietnam before. 

Notes 

1 The involvement of US anthropologists in initiatives that support US 
foreign policy is still a very much neglected subject, apart from the 
narrower focus on militarization which has tended to obscure and de-
fer discussion of this relationship. The focus on militarization, shorn 
of any concept of imperialism, also allows for some US academics to 
disingenuously shift the critique of militarization to nations that are 
trying to defend themselves against imperial aggression. Some of the 
few anthropologists who claim to study “empire,” only do so with 
regard to topics and histories that either bolster US foreign policy (by 
focusing on China and Tibet, for example), and/or stay silent about 
the US (by writing about other empires, usually in the past). Whether 
serving as consultants to the State Department on the Central Afri-
can Republic, writing journal articles on Ukraine that tend to back 
anti-Russian narratives, or supporting sanctions against Eritrea, the 
support of US academics for liberal imperialist projects of “democ-
racy-promotion,” “empowering civil society,” “LGBT rights,” or 
“stabilization,” represents their joining an earlier wave of anthropolo-
gists who consulted on Western “development” projects funded by 
the World Bank and USAID, and an earlier wave that enthusiastically 
engaged in efforts to support warfare in WWI and WWII. Indeed, 
the American Anthropological Association has recently gone as far as 
officially celebrating the memory of President Obama’s mother, an 
anthropologist who worked for USAID, an agency correctly inter-
preted as an arm of US intervention and destabilization around the 
world. 
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2 There is a much broader question here of North American socializa-
tion patterns that grant “science” (natural science, positivism, ex-
perimentation, numbers) an iconic value, even reflected in some 
children’s games where they mimic caricatures of scientists. This is 
largely beyond the scope of this chapter, except to say that the prac-
tice of military technocrats to sound as “scientific” as possible will 
have some unconscious resonance with sectors of the population. 
More importantly, science becomes associated with acceptance of, 
and obedience to the status quo, while criticism of the status quo will 
be automatically dubbed as “ideological”. 

3 The website for “100,000 Strong for the Americas” can be found at 
http://www.100kstrongamericas.org/100000-strong-explained 

4 http://www.100kstrongamericas.org/get-involved-opportunities 
5 Partners of the Americas presents a brief history of the organization 

at http://www.partners.net/partners/History.asp 
6 http://www.partners.net/partners/Overview12.asp 
7 Alliance for Affordable Internet:  
 http://www.state.gov/s/partnerships/releases/reports/2015/238828

.htm#A4AI 
8 Details on YALI and the MWF were presented at: 
 http://www.state.gov/s/partnerships/releases/reports/2015/238828

.htm#YALI 
9 http://www.state.gov/s/partnerships/achievements/202394.htm 
10 http://www.state.gov/s/partnerships/achievements/202394.htm 
11 https://www.osac.gov/Pages/AboutUs.aspx 
12 https://www.osac.gov/Pages/AboutUs.aspx 
13 https://www.osac.gov/Pages/AboutUs.aspx 
14 https://www.osac.gov/Pages/AboutUs.aspx 
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Chapter 1 

  
PROTÉGÉ OF AN EMPIRE: 

INFLUENCE AND EXCHANGE BETWEEN 
US AND ISRAELI IMPERIALISM 

John Talbot 

he relationship between the foreign policies of Israel and the 
US is one which is entrenched in the international political 
system, and has been for quite some time. This relationship 
is significant in terms of public policy development, as an 

alliance on the global stage, and it exercises a significant presence in 
media and public forums. However, it is not simply the relationship 
that creates action and international policies—there are more than 
just US intentions at work regarding this connection. Within the 
US there exists a significant interest group promoting ardent sup-
port for Israel and its actions. This interest group is much more 
than one all-encompassing body and contains many different com-
ponents. While I specifically studied organizations such as the 
American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC; see Figure 1.1), 
I will make a slight generalization in referring to the overarching 
pro-Israel body as “the lobby”. The influence, and generally gran-
diose presence, of the Israel lobby is remarkable in comparison to 
the actual population of Jewish individuals in the US. However, it 
is important not to overestimate the influence and power of lobby-
ing groups or to assume that all Jewish individuals necessarily sup-
port them. Nevertheless, the effectiveness of the lobby is 
substantial concerning the type of knowledge communicated re-
garding Israel, the public pressure to support Israel’s actions, and 
the lobby’s overall influence on policy making. The point of this is 
to use the work of the lobby as a point of entry into a larger discus-
sion of the nature of the US-Israeli relationship around the ques-
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tions of power differentials between the two, and the extent of the 
two nations’ degree of mutual interdependence. 
 
Figure 1.1: John Kerry Meets with AIPAC 

U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry meets with leaders of the American Israel Pub-
lic Affairs Committee (AIPAC) Conference at the Washington Convention Center 
in Washington, D.C., on March 3, 2014. (Photo: US Department of State) 

 
Israel, like the US, is heavily militarized and seeks to expand its 

influence over other territories. Outlining the influence of Israel on 
the US, and the influence on and strategic interest of the US in Is-
rael, is critical to understanding the US-Israeli relationship. I will 
also outline the significance of the Israel lobby today and how its 
influence has changed over time. In particular, this chapter will 
critically explore the question of what the US-Israeli relationship 
means for empire-building. Rather than either a mere pawn of the 
US, or a powerful force determining US foreign policy, I argue that 
Israel should be seen as an imperial protégé. As the reader already 
knows, a protégé is one who is protected by another, that is, under 
the supervisory care and patronage of another. While it admits an 
overarching power differential between patron and protégé, it does 
not necessarily imply servitude on the part of the protégé, and ob-
viously not a commanding influence. 
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Questions of Interest 

If the US is defined as an imperialist nation, and one engaged in 
empire building, then we must consider what exactly the US gains 
from its support for Israel. When studying empire and imperialism 
from an anthropological perspective, it becomes important to high-
light not only the explicit understandings of what is going on, but 
also the tacit happenstances which shape and influence the scenario 
at hand. An explicit example of imperial practice is the amount of 
military aid Israel receives each year from the US. Israel, according 
to a report from the Congressional Research Service, is “the largest 
cumulative recipient of US foreign assistance since World War II,” 
and to date the US has provided Israel with $124.3 billion in bilat-
eral assistance (in current, non-inflation-adjusted dollars) (Sharpe, 
2015, p. 2; also, see Figure 1.2). In 2007, the US and the Israeli 
government agreed to a $30 billion military aid package covering 
the years of 2009 to 2018 (Sharpe, 2015, p. 4). This military aid 
could be seen as the outstretched hand of US empire holding onto 
a strategic position in the Middle East; the desire for US funding 
could also lead to an increase in US political influence over Israel. 
Here the “special” aspect of the relationship is highlighted as “Is-
rael is the only recipient [of foreign military aid] that does not have 
to account for how the aid is spent, an exemption that makes it vir-
tually impossible to prevent the money from being used for pur-
poses the United States opposes” (Mearsheimer & Walt, 2006, p. 
2). Does the US actually have a relationship of political control 
over Israel? If not, why would the US set aside its own interests 
and preferences in order to advance and financially support the in-
terests of another state, as Mearsheimer and Walt argue (2006, p. 
1)? Attempts to answer these questions often lead towards explana-
tions of shared strategic interests or compelling moral imperatives, 
however, as this chapter argues, there is a deeper explanation that is 
not readily visible. 
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Figure 1.2: A US-Israeli Air Force 

A US-made F-15E Strike Eagle, part of the Israeli Air Force’s Squadron 115, takes 
part in “Blue Flag 2013,” a multinational aerial combat exercise with participation 
of the air forces of the US, Israel, Italy, and Greece, held at the Ovda air base in 
southern Israel. US Ambassador Dan Shapiro was the guest of the Israeli Air 
Force, and he met the US personnel who are charged with operating and main-
taining the airplanes. At the military exercise he commented, “It’s a powerful sym-
bol of the partnership between the United States and Israel when our pilots and 
Israeli pilots are flying together”. (Photo: US Embassy, Tel Aviv) 
 

In supporting Israel, the US is essentially supporting a state 
which sometimes directly defies it. Israel spies on the US, engages 
in racist and imperialist practices towards the states around it 
(sometimes in stark contrast with publicly stated principles of the 
US), and furthermore Israel does not adhere to the US ideal of a 
liberal democracy—a democracy where all people are purported to 
have equal rights (Mearsheimer & Walt, 2006, p. 9). These issues 
challenge the notion that the US-Israeli relationship is simply an 
imperialist or strategically-motivated one.  The “force multiplier” 
concept discussed in the Introduction to this volume is put to the 
test by the US relationship with Israel. There is the question of 
how the US aiding Israel in warfare and occupation benefits the 
US, aside from providing a market for US military corporations. 
Another question concerns the assumption that the Israel lobby is 
completely steering things such as US intervention in Iraq. An ad-
ditional question involves the potential of overestimating the influ-
ence of the lobby, while obscuring the fact that the US could be 
acting of its own accord to serve its own interests. “American Ex-
ceptionalism” and the supposed “moral duty” of the US to bring 
“rights” to the world is something the lobby can capitalize on, not 
something that it created. Further, “in late 2013 and early 2014, 
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AIPAC suffered a series of high-profile defeats that led some ob-
servers to question whether the group would retain its influence in 
coming years” (Right Web, 2014). 

In this chapter I thus explore the potential that the US is not 
simply engaging in an imperial practice with Israel but instead fi-
nancing a protégé—whether it is active on the US’ behalf or not. 
Israel is a protégé in the practice of colonization, militarization, na-
tionalism, and acts of imperialism. I also explore the metaphor of 
Israel being a “little brother” figure to the US—by this I mean it is 
mimicking and acting as the US itself does.  
 It is important to recognize that being critical of the Israel 
lobby and the Israeli government neither directly nor indirectly en-
tails anti-Jewish sentiments. To be anti-Israel or anti-Zionist is not 
the same thing as being anti-Semitic. The public body of Israel and 
Jewish individuals are not always a reflection of the political elites 
representing them on the global stage. While an argument could be 
made that Israel, the Israeli lobby in the US, and the US’ interests 
are the same, this argument would need to be further qualified: the 
institutionalized leadership of the lobby has driven pro-Israel poli-
tics to a point where they have become antithetical to what is good 
for both Israel and the US (Meerman, 2007). This is not a discus-
sion about Jewish individuals, but rather it concerns the corporate, 
governmental, and institutional actors steering the US-Israeli rela-
tionship. 

The Tail Wagging the Dog? 

“Why has the United States been willing to set aside its own secu-
rity in order to advance the interests of another state” 
(Mearsheimer & Walt, 2006, p. 1)? Why would US foreign policy 
shape itself to benefit another state over the interests of average US 
citizens? Answers to these basic questions are often generalized 
and rhetoricized with arguments of shared strategic interests 
and/or compelling moral imperatives. However, this is not an an-
swer; here we are examining the significant influence of the Israel 
lobby as one manifestation of the US-Israeli relationship. 

The US has made it completely clear that it is an ardent sup-
porter of Israel on the global stage and this stance has arguably 
been more problematic than beneficial. Since the US is a perma-
nent member of the UN, it has the power to veto resolutions 
which go against Israel’s interests—resolutions that might have 
otherwise passed with a majority (Meerman, 2007). The US exists 
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as a diplomatic ally which will use its power on the international 
stage to put an end to anything that may challenge Israel’s actions. 
However, the lobby recognizes that influence comes from more 
than just the policy-makers and thus they, with their allies, also in-
fluence and station allies in the media and universities. Pastor John 
Hagee from Christians United for Israel in The Israel Lobby docu-
mentary states, “we have millions of people in the infrastruc-
ture...we have the major radio, television ministries in America 
supporting what we’re doing” (Meerman, 2007). When faced with 
unfavourable reporting on Israel the “Lobby organizes letter writ-
ing campaigns, demonstrations, and boycotts against news outlets” 
(Mearsheimer & Walt, 2006, p. 21). There are people on university 
campuses in the US (and Canada) who are stationed to protect the 
interests of Israel (Meerman, 2007). At Concordia University in 
Montreal, organizations such as the Committee for Accuracy in 
Middle East Reporting in America (CAMERA), Hillel, and Israel 
on Campus are clearly in line with the lobby’s vision. Indeed, the 
only ethnic community to be represented on Concordia’s Board of 
Governors (which is supposed to be “representative of the wider 
community”), appears in the form of the Executive Director of 
Hillel Montreal.1 The lobby uses this presence to shut down oppo-
nents and to completely halt discussion. Those who do speak out 
are met with such force that it creates a deterrent, stopping other 
people from criticizing anything pro-Israel (Meerman, 2007). If the 
goal is to “prevent critical commentary about Israel from getting a 
fair hearing in the political arena,” then it is arguably true that they 
have achieved this in some sense (Mearsheimer & Walt, 2006, p. 
16). The lobby’s influence over the media and academia allows for 
a monopolization of the discourse surrounding Israel’s actions. 

“The mission of AIPAC is to strengthen, protect and promote 
the U.S.-Israel relationship in ways that enhance the security of 
Israel and the United States” (AIPAC, 2014), clearly the rhetoric 
of security is not something used only for US motives. The 
lobby capitalizes on this discourse, assuming US support for 
Israel is a given. With the “War on Terror” after 9/11, US 
support for Israel has used as justification the claim that “both 
states are threatened by terrorist groups originating in the Arab 
or Muslim world”. (Mearsheimer & Walt, 2006, p. 4) 

 The idea of stopping “rogue states” is one of the notorious 
publicly-stated aims of US neoconservatives (Mearsheimer & Walt, 
2006, p. 4). Such rhetoric not only more easily generated support 
for Israel’s actions, but it also prompted the US itself to act. US 
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leaders constantly support Israel’s repression of the Palestinians 
while taking aim at Israel’s so-called primary enemies—Iran, Iraq, 
and Syria (Mearsheimer & Walt, 2006, p. 26). The recent Iraq war 
was justified in the media as integral to the US’ security. However, 
an underlying fact was that there was no credible threat against the 
US from Iraq, but there arguably could have been one against Israel 
which in the past had been targeted by Iraqi missiles (Mearsheimer 
& Walt, 2006, p. 30; see Figures 1.3, 1.4, and 1.5). 
 When it is not the rhetoric of security it is the “victim of his-
tory” discourse which is completely used to the lobby’s advantage. 
“Israel is a country born of victimhood,” consisting of people who 
have constantly been driven from their homes, who had to deal 
with the devastating effects of the holocaust, and face anti-
Semitism that still exists today (Meerman, 2007). While this is im-
portant to recognize, it is turning this narrative into public policy 
which becomes problematic, especially when it sanctions the dis-
placement and abuse of others for the cause of one group’s pri-
macy. 
 
Figure 1.3: US Patriots in Israel 

In this photo, US-made and US-installed Patriot missiles are being launched to 
intercept an Iraqi Scud missile over the city of Tel Aviv on February 12, 1991. 
(Photo: Government Press Office, Israel) 
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Figure 1.4: US-directed “Interoperability” with Israel 

A US Soldier with the 5th Battalion, 7th Air Defense Artillery Regiment checks ca-
ble connections before testing Patriot missile communications as part of “Austere 
Challenge 2012” in Beit Ezra, Israel, on October 24, 2012. Austere Challenge is a 
three-week bilateral exercise designed to increase air defense “interoperability” 
between the US and Israel. (Photo: US Department of Defense, Staff Sgt. Tyler 
Placie) 
 
Figure 1.5: Defending Israel 

Israel Air Defense Command’s MIM-104D Patriot surface-to-air missile battery in 
2014. (Photo: US Department of Defense, Erin A. Kirk-Cuomo) 
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Israel as a Force Multiplier for the US? 

In response to what Mearsheimer and Walt present as a seemingly 
subservient US Congress, Noam Chomsky argues this standpoint 
may actually have appeal for the US: “it leaves the US government 
untouched on its high pinnacle of nobility...merely in the grip of an 
all-powerful force that it cannot escape” (Chomsky, 2006). Further 
he argues that, 

“Jewish influence over politics and opinion seriously 
underestimates the scope of the so called ‘support for 
Israel’....the argument much overestimates the pluralism of 
American politics and ideology. No pressure group will 
dominate access to public opinion or maintain consistent 
influence over policy-making unless its aims are close to those of 
elite elements with real power”. (Chomsky, 1999, p. 17) 

There are times when the US Congress has gone directly against, 
and even humiliated the Israel lobby, in the name of its own “na-
tional interest” (Chomsky, 2006). With this in mind it is clear that 
configurations of domestic politics are complex and multilayered. 
Isolating certain areas of influence such as the lobby ignores the 
existence of US imperial interests at play, or the power of other 
lobbies, such as that of the oil companies. What has to be taken 
into consideration when evaluating the US-Israeli relationship is 
not just US interests in Israel, but rather its interests in the Middle 
East as a whole. 
 Control of oil is a decisive instrument of global policy and the 
Middle East is host to a vast amount of oil reserves. “A quick 
glance at a map of the Middle East places Israel in the vicinity of 
Iraq, Iran and Saudi Arabia,” a hot bed of oil geo-politics over the 
last century (Urie, 2013). “Since World War II, it has been virtually 
an axiom of US foreign policy that these energy reserves should 
remain under U.S. control” (Chomsky, 1999, p. 17), and thus inter-
est in Israel’s position has been a necessary one to ensure US oil 
interests in the region were maintained. Israel became strategic in 
maintaining US influence in the region during the Cold War era as 
well, continuing to serve as a barrier against indigenous radical na-
tionalist threats (Chomsky, 1999, p. 20). Justifying the beginnings 
and continuation of economic support thus became a rational ac-
tion. Israel managed to provide camouflage for the US presence in 
the Middle East. The US does not have military bases or other 
launch pads in Israel, rather it is the defence contracts, develop-
ment strategies, and the overarching economic support which en-
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courages Israel to act according to the US’ own strategic interests. 
Despite the lack of a direct military presence, Israel is surely re-
garded as a part of “the elaborate base and backup system for the 
Rapid Deployment Force ringing the Middle East oil producing re-
gions” (Chomsky, 1999, p. 22). Israel was not only historically stra-
tegic for the US: 

“The War on Terrorism is the New World Order unleashed and 
unbound. It replays the Cold War dynamic, aims to reproduce its 
oppressive structure, and continues to satisfy longstanding U.S. 
interests in the Middle East: control of oil and rejection of Arab 
radicalism, which have led to support for colonial Israel”. 
(Bashir, 2007) 

The continuous development of neoliberal capitalism is ad-
vanced through the US relationship with Israel. US arms manufac-
turers and US-based multinational oil companies have gained 
significantly from Israeli aggression (Urie, 2014). The intense mili-
tarization of Israel and its persistent colonial engagements work in 
tandem with US imperial interests. The Zionist imperative of “Jew-
ish supremacy in Palestine—as much land as possible, as few Pales-
tinians as possible” was used to support US interests and resulted 
in a heavily militarized and fundamentalist Israel (Bashir, 2007). 
 For Israelis it is clear that at least in some ways they are subor-
dinate to US aims. “Israel has had to subordinate itself to US impe-
rial imperatives” due to its dependence on economic support; this, 
at times, “generates the occasional Israeli public resentment at the 
extent of U.S. control” (Bashir, 2007). “Israel has indeed under-
stood that there is no occupation, no expansion, and no rejection 
of Palestinian national rights,” without US support (Bashir, 2007). 
 Since the early entrenchment of the relationship during the 
Cold War, the US has been promoting its political ideology as well 
as its products within Israel. Foreign consumerism and dependency 
on US products are an important method of promoting US uni-
versalism and empire. It also acts to fundamentally serve US eco-
nomic interests. Israel’s perennial quest for US funding and 
support on the global stage has arguably bonded it to US values 
and influence. For Israel it is through both consent—the want of 
US support—and coercion—the fear of losing support—that Israel 
becomes a piece of US empire. Israel is unique as it is financed by 
imperialism but it is not economically exploited by it (Bashir, 2007). 
The promotion of a mentality of “sameness” links Israel and the 
US. Further, compliance without coercion rationalizes the US be-
lief in its own exceptionalism as a necessary and progressive force 



CHAPTER  ONE 
 

99 

of global modernization (Mirrlees, 2006, p. 204). Israel as a piece of 
US empire serves the integration of the world with the social rela-
tions and cultural values of US neoliberal capitalism: “the frontier, 
exclusionary society that Zionism has built is thus on the decline, 
being slowly replaced by a liberalized nation, both economically 
and politically” (Bashir, 2007). 
 Some political elements of Americanization which challenge 
traditional Israeli notions are visible regarding Israel’s move from 
the their previous Westminster-derived model of parliamentary 
democracy to a more US model which has an incomplete separa-
tion of powers between those who are elected and its premier 
(Aronoff, 2000). Further, Americanization can be recognizable 
within various cultural patterns throughout “spheres of Israeli cul-
ture, from language and names to work patterns, physical struc-
tures, and more” (Rebhun & Waxman, 2000, p. 65). It is important 
to keep in mind that the US’ “cultural industry and its commodities 
are functional to the US empire’s political-economic dominance” 
(Mirrlees, 2006, p. 217). The spread of the US’ cultural values and 
its commitment to free markets, liberal democracy, and neoliberal 
values are crucial to the maintenance of US dominance.   
 If one were to assume Israel is a force multiplier of US imperi-
alism, one would nonetheless have to admit that Israel offers a 
unique case study which should not sit comfortably with reduction-
ist ideas or one-sided understandings of the relationship between 
Israel and the US. That relationship is not driven only by oil geo-
politics and other quests for commercial gain, nor is Israel simply 
imbibing US ideals and wielding them on the global stage. On the 
other hand, one must also remember to factor in the reality of over 
200,000 current US citizens living in Israel, and the fact that an 
even larger number is of US ancestry, which blurs the demo-
graphic, cultural, and political lines that are used to draw the Israel 
and the US as two, neatly separate entities, and which strengthens 
the perspective of Israel as a colonial settler-state. Thus we have 
different descriptive options for arguments that see Israel in a sub-
ordinate role: a tool, an extension, or a minion. However, there is 
another option, one that differs from either Israel as a commander 
of US foreign policy, or Israel as a servant of the US, and that is the 
figure of the protégé. 
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Israel as a US Protégé  

What I previously explored are the two most prominent explana-
tions of the US-Israeli relationship: one was that there is a signifi-
cant and powerful pro-Israel lobby in the US which has a grappling 
hold on the US congress, media, and universities (also, see Figure 
1.6). The second assumed Israel was, and is, in a strategic position 
to protect the US’ imperial political and economic interests. How-
ever, the US is neither simply a pawn of a powerful lobby, nor are 
its projects strictly rational and based on cost/benefit analysis. 
Here I outline the prospect that the relationship is one that has re-
sulted in the production of a protégé. I do not state the US is pur-
posely creating a protégé; rather it only came as a result of 
historical ties and each state’s goals. This aspect of the US-Israeli 
relationship can prove to be reciprocal in the sense that it is mutu-
ally beneficial. However, it can also explain how sometimes they 
significantly oppose each other in order to serve their own imperial 
interests. 
 
Figure 1.6: Big Brother Visits His Israeli Protégé 

On October 3, 2010, a delegation of former US NBA basketball players visited the 
Hatzerim Air Force Base and met with Israeli Air Force soldiers of the Desert 
Birds Squadron, who operate US-made UH-60 Black Hawk helicopters. The visit 
to Israel was organized by the American Israeli Public Affairs Committee 
(AIPAC) and also included visits with President Shimon Peres. The visit by the 
US basketball players to the base involved interacting with Israeli soldiers, and 
allegedly “learning” about “Israel’s security situation”. (Photo: Cpl. Iris Lainer, 
Israel Defence Force Spokesperson’s Unit) 
 
 Within the scope of imperialism we find nationalism, colonial-
ism, exceptionalism, state violence, heavy militarization, and the 
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creation of a state of emergency.  If Israel is acting as a protégé, its 
engagement in each of these areas must be clearly understood. 
Clearly the US does not have a monopoly on the politics of violent 
domination as, “the human catastrophe of the Palestinian people 
under Israeli occupation and repression resembles quite closely the 
callous way that the US has acted around the globe” (Urie, 2014).   
 For the US, Cold War threats and now the “War on Terror” 
managed to create a forum in which the rhetoric of international 
security was justifiable. These emergencies became both descriptors 
and prescriptors for their own imperial action. Following suit, Is-
rael has managed to use its “victim of history” discourse (Meer-
man, 2007) to create its own state of emergency. It was the horrors 
of Nazi Germany that drove many Jewish individuals to Palestine. 
Historically speaking, the view is that Israel has had to endure the 
wars that are occurring in the Middle East simply because they are 
a “Jewish state in the midst of an Arab world” (Chomsky, 1999, p. 
99). This victim/emergency discourse allows for the rhetoric of se-
curity to become rampant in both media propaganda and as a justi-
fication for both the occupation of Palestinian land and potential 
further bombardments of Palestinian territory and neighbouring 
nations. 
 Creating a state of emergency in its conflict with Palestine gen-
erates a fear of, and opposition to, the Palestinian people and their 
cause. The successful media campaign in Israel has painted the Pal-
estinians not as a people facing the colonial violence of Israel, but 
rather as aggressors. The rhetoric of Israel “feeling ‘isolation,’ ‘un-
der siege,’ and ‘suffering daily attack’” (Said, 2001, p. 31), exists to 
ensure support and sympathy for Israel while giving no voice to the 
Palestinians. Just as the US dominates discourse with the rhetoric 
of saving US lives, so does Israel in the name of Israeli safety. Both 
the US and Israel most recently purport “counter terrorism” as a 
basis of their actions; their ability to control the way the media pre-
sents this message is a critical part of their success. Here it becomes 
tenable that the presence of a strong pro-Israel lobby influencing 
media and educational institutions in the US is in fact a working 
body of Israeli imperial efforts. Important to note is that despite 
their relative proximity to Palestinians, “Israelis will not learn much 
about what happens day to day inside Palestinian society, unless it 
concerns terrorism, a security threat, or war.  They will hardly meet 
Palestinians, nor socialize with them” (Silverstein, 2014/10/28). 
This is similar to the US’ ability to create a distant enemy, an other, 
for which US citizens cannot feel empathy.  
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 A state of emergency involves militarization and thus engage-
ment in violence. Militarization is a precursor to war-making and so 
is the violence it entails. Charles Tilly explained the interdepend-
ence between war-making and state power, however he also high-
lighted various domestic forms of violence that arise (Tilly, 1985, p. 
181).   
 This state development and the resulting internal violence is 
also an area in which Israel bears similar markings as the US. A dis-
connection between a vast majority of the citizens and their gov-
ernment is something the public of Israel and the US share in 
common (Vice, 2012). An example of this is that in Israel the gov-
ernment does not allow free protest. Activists are upset over educa-
tion, healthcare, and affordable housing, yet they are prevented 
from vocalizing it (Vice, 2012). Internal discourse is stifled in order 
to present the veneer of a monolithic nation-state, an arguably nec-
essary tactic of imperial nations. 
 Out of all of the protégé’s imperial actions it is Israel’s external 
violence which is the most visible. The US is engaging in non-
territorial empire development (though chapter 5 in this volume 
would disagree on this point), and Israel is expanding its direct ter-
ritorial empire. Israel’s actions thus constitute imperialism in the 
colonial mode. Furthermore, it is in connection with Israel’s colo-
nial mission towards Palestine and the US’ empire development 
that we see a prominent circular chain of influence of each state on 
the other:   

“US support reinforces Israeli colonialism and occupation, 
which bolsters Israeli militarization of state and society, which 
generates new ideological and political justifications and breeds 
new religious fanaticisms, leading to further indigenous 
resistance and to more US interventions in the region”. (Bashir, 
2007) 

Their colonial actions include a number of brutal tactics which fur-
thers Israel’s end goal of controlling the land. Most often Israel en-
gages in the creation of discriminatory structures which make life 
difficult for Palestinians, often resulting in outright displacement. 
Israelis often even resort to flat out conquest, war, and murder. It 
is here that Israel even managed to influence US imperialism in cer-
tain respects: “Israel was the first nation to develop drones, which 
it uses both to spy on its Arab neighbors and assassinate undesir-
able Palestinians,” something the US counter-terror strategy picked 
up and now wields ruthlessly across the Middle East (Silverstein, 
2014/10/28). (However, on its own, this fact is insufficient in de-
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nying that an imperial relationship exists between the US and Is-
rael, since colonial territories were frequently arenas where colonial 
powers tested new measures of policing, repression and counterin-
surgency—with an excellent example being the history of the US in 
the Philippines [see McCoy, 2009]). 
 The ongoing exchange of US and Israeli imperialism is ulti-
mately a cycle of violence. However, Israel’s ability to wield this 
violence is dependent on the US and thus so is its colonial expan-
sionism. Without the funding, “Israeli militarism and Jewish fun-
damentalism in Israel would be on the defensive” (Bashir, 2007). 
Despite the persistent Israeli nationalism and increasing exception-
alism, a withdrawal of US funding could lead to an “abandonment 
of the ‘national security’ ethic and the rejection of living by the 
sword would have a real chance of gaining political ascendancy in 
Israel” (Bashir, 2007). By existing as a protégé of the US through 
“siding with, serving, depending, and even subordinating itself to 
the imperatives of U.S. empire” (Bashir, 2007) the view of the US 
and Israel as a hostile presence in the Middle East will continue to 
be perpetuated. 
 It is also arguable that the figure of the protégé might not at-
tenuate the tension in dominant analyses (such as between 
Mearsheimer & Walt vs. Chomsky), but rather it could reinforce 
one side of the debate. In this respect, we have an example of such 
a case in the writing of noted Israeli author, Gideon Levy: 

“We have a protégé that humiliates its patron power and a 
power that grovels in front of its protégé; a power that acts 
against its own interests and a president who acts contrary to his 
worldview. We have a protégé whose dependence on the power 
grows with its effrontery and a power’s unbelievable weakness in 
the face of its protégé’s brazenness”. (Levy, 2014/10/19) 

Conclusion 

Given a brief exploration such as this, it is difficult to do justice to 
the full complexity of the phenomenon of the US-Israeli relation-
ship. It seems there is no end in sight for US support of Israel nor 
an end to Israel’s colonial undertakings. Seeing Israel as a protégé 
of the US does not preclude the risk that US empire may one day 
no longer need Israel, and this implies that the US ultimately has 
the upper hand in the relationship. Losing US support “would be a 
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catastrophe for Israel because Israel has no other friends in the 
world” (Meerman, 2007). 

Explaining the historical intricacies of the US-Israeli relation-
ship was beyond the scope of this chapter, nor did this chapter do 
justice to explaining the struggles of Palestinians. This chapter 
should thus be read as an invitation or an encouragement for the 
reader to seek out more sources themselves. My perspective re-
mains that Israel’s attack on Gaza and the Palestinians is a war 
crime among an ongoing series of war crimes (Urie, 2014). When 
nationalism and exceptionalism are rampant, the idea that milita-
rized security could be a basis for peace and reconciliation must be 
questioned. 

Notes 

1  For an archived list of the members of Concordia University’s Board 
of Directors for the period in which this chapter was written and 
published, see: 

 http://web.archive.org/web/20150831013900/http://www.concord
ia.ca/about/administration-governance/board-
senate/governors/list.html 
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Chapter 2 

  
THE NEW ALLIANCE: 

GAINING GROUND IN AFRICA 

Mandela Coupal Dalgleish 

aunched in 2012, the New Alliance for Food Security and 
Nutrition is a framework designed to facilitate networking, or 
what Shah (2012) calls “cooperation frameworks” between 
the private sector, African governments and civil society. The 

New Alliance comprises 10 African countries and over 100 corpo-
rations as well as G8 governments (McKeon, 2014, p. 2) and prom-
ises to “help lift 50 million people out of poverty” by 2022 (Shah, 
2012) through investments in African agriculture. This is to be ac-
complished with commitments from African leaders to effect pol-
icy reforms to encourage investment opportunities and drive 
country-led plans on food security; private sector investors; and, 
donor partners who will broaden the potential for what is being 
heralded as rapid and sustainable agricultural growth in Africa 
(McKeon, 2014). According to USAID administrator Shah (2012), 
everybody benefits from the New Alliance: “With a focus on small-
holders, particularly women, the New Alliance brings African na-
tions, international donors and private firms together to unlock real 
agricultural growth”. While it may be true that these actors are 
coming together in the form of public-private partnerships (PPPs), 
it is disputable whether the smallholders are truly the beneficiaries. 
 The New Alliance has been the target of much criticism for 
being a mechanism whose intent is to promote the interests of 
multinational corporations, rather than the small-scale farmers it 
claims to help. This chapter seeks to demonstrate that the New Al-
liance is part of a greater neoliberal project in which agricultural 
land and resources in Africa have become the object of a new wave 
of capitalist expansion, led by the US. We will examine how the 
New Alliance is creating the conditions for the further impover-
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ishment and disenfranchisement of African farmers, while opening 
African markets to multinational corporations. 

Origins of the New Alliance for 
Food Security and Nutrition 

A number of actors have paved the way toward the foundation of 
the New Alliance for Food Security and Nutrition, including the 
private sector, civil society and G8 members. Until the mid-1990s, 
the US deferred to the major European powers in terms of policy 
in sub-Saharan Africa, as they still had considerable influence over 
their former colonies (McCormick, 2006, pp. 344–345). But as op-
portunities for investment increased in the 1990s in Africa, so did 
US interest in the continent in what some are now calling the new 
scramble for Africa (Kerr-Ritchie, 2007). In 2000, the US Congress 
approved the African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) 
which aims at reforming African policies to facilitate access to US 
markets. It supports US corporations by pressuring African coun-
tries to open their economies and build free markets, while claim-
ing to reduce poverty by creating opportunities and jobs for 
Africans. However, after September 11, 2001, AGOA also became 
a valuable mechanism for strengthening “counter-terrorism” activi-
ties (Bush, 2001). As president Bush stated in his speech at the Af-
rican Growth and Opportunity Forum on October 29, 2001: 
“People who trade in freedom want to live in freedom” (Govern-
ment Printing Office, 2004, p. 1316). Still today, AGOA is the cor-
nerstone of US economic policy toward sub-Saharan Africa and 
remains a significant policy that promotes the trade-not-aid ap-
proach to developing countries (McCormick, 2006). This trade leg-
islation was to give preferential access to sub-Saharan countries to 
the American market while enhancing opportunities for investment 
on the African continent (McCormick, 2006, pp. 341–342). 
 Philanthropists also play a large role in international develop-
ment programs. In 2006, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation 
and the Rockefeller Foundation founded the Alliance for a Green 
Revolution in Africa (AGRA). AGRA has been chaired by Kofi 
Annan the former head of the UN since 2007 (Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation [BMGF], 2007, p. 5). Through PPPs, it seeks to 
modernize African agriculture, improve access farmers have to 
seeds and develop breeding programs with a focus on small-scale 
farmers (BMGF, 2007, pp. 7, 8). At the 2009 World Economic Fo-
rum (WEF) at Davos, Switzerland, 17 multinational companies laid 
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down the foundations for a corporate-led approach to food secu-
rity in the New Vision for Agriculture, which would serve as the 
launching pad for the “Grow Africa” partnership platform, which 
in turn would become an important actor in the development of 
the New Alliance (McKeon, 2014, p. 7).1 Grow Africa came into 
existence at the 2011 WEF under the sponsorship of the African 
Union Commission and the New Economic Partnership for Afri-
can Development (NEPAD). The three main objectives of Grow 
Africa are to increase private sector investments in African agricul-
ture, implement PPPs, and promote already existing initiatives 
working towards these objectives (Obenland, 2014, p. 9). Together, 
AGRA and Grow Africa have made significant steps toward natu-
ralizing corporate agricultural development, a style of development 
that the New Alliance has adopted on the African continent under 
the guise of African owned and led initiatives (McKeon, 2014). Re-
lationships between these various agencies and programs are 
charted in Figure 2.1. 
 
Figure 2.1: Genealogy of the New Alliance for Food Security and Nu-

trition 

 In 2009, at the G8 Summit in L’Aquila, Italy, US president 
Obama pushed for a common approach towards massive invest-
ments into African agriculture and was able to leverage US 22$ bil-
lion in donor funding to support national agricultural plans in 
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developing countries (US Department of State [DoS], 2012, p. 1). 
During the same summit, the five principles that are key to the ap-
proach to investment in African agriculture, the “Rome Principles,” 
were articulated: investment in country-led plans and processes; a 
comprehensive approach to food security that includes support for 
humanitarian assistance, sustainable agriculture development and 
nutrition; strategic coordination of assistance; a strong role for mul-
tilateral institutions; and, finally, a sustained commitment of finan-
cial resources (DoS, 2012, p. 1). The next year, the Feed the Future 
Initiative was created as the US government’s global hunger and 
food security initiative, which is led by the US Agency for Interna-
tional Development (USAID). Building on Feed the Future, the 
New Alliance for Food Security and Nutrition was created in 2012 
to usher in a new phase of global investment in Africa (White 
House, 2012). The New Alliance will align itself with the Compre-
hensive Africa Agriculture Development Program (CAADP), 
which is an initiative endorsed by the African Union in 2003, 
whose purpose is to expand national economies through agricul-
tural development (Feed the Future, 2012). 
 The New Alliance comes from a multitude of similar corpo-
rate-led initiatives to industrialize African agriculture. Thus, its 
principles and objectives are closely related to those of AGRA and 
Grow Africa. The New Alliance seems to be an effort that concen-
trates more on sub-Saharan Africa, while strengthening the sur-
rounding initiatives driving towards a corporate-led African green 
revolution. 

Narrative behind the New Alliance 

The New Alliance narrative lies within corporate-style agricultural 
development. Important concepts which are part of the New Alli-
ance approach are modernization and productivism, both being 
fundamental aspects of the New Alliance narrative (McKeon, 2014, 
p. 8). Modernization, in the case of the New Alliance, involves the 
notion that traditional agricultural systems are absolute and must be 
modernized to fit the standard proposed by the industrial, modern-
ized agricultural system (McKeon, 2014). In fact, the New Alliance 
has been pushing what it calls Enabling Actions designed to give 
incentives for the private sector to invest. One such Enabling Ac-
tion is the Technology Platform, which aims to “assess the avail-
ability of improved agricultural technologies, identify constraints to 
their adoption, and create a roadmap to accelerate the adoption of 
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these technologies among farmers” (McKenna & Shrier, 2013). So-
called traditional agricultural systems must progress into modern 
ones, which generally leaves no room for peasant farmers. Within 
this modernization discourse, productivism has the single focus of 
increasing agricultural yield (McKeon, 2014), as expressed by Bill 
Gates (2013): 

“The metrics here are pretty simple. About three-quarters of the 
poor who live on these farms need greater productivity, and if 
they get that productivity we’ll see the benefits in income, we’ll 
see it in health, we’ll see it in the percentage of their kids who are 
going off to school. These are incredibly measurable things”. 

To increase productivity in developing countries, the productivist 
discourse argues that smallholders using traditional agricultural 
knowledge should be pushed (or “transitioned”) to modern com-
modity-based production geared toward international markets 
(McKeon, 2014). This approach ignores local cultural realities, 
while also putting the power in the hands of global financiers for 
whom local sustainability and political autonomy are of little con-
cern (McMichael, 2010). Productivism not only fails to consider 
cultural and social wealth in its discourse, it also excludes other 
forms of yield from its measurements. By promoting monocultures 
and genetically modified (GM) crops that require chemical pest and 
weed control, the productivist scheme in fact increases external in-
puts that the farmer must purchase, while eroding local agricultural 
knowledge and crop diversity (Moahloli, 2009). 
 Due to the undeniable impact industrial agriculture has on the 
environment and local ecosystems, New Alliance protagonists have 
introduced the concept of “sustainable intensification” (Shah, 
2014), which when looked at more closely seems to be the exact 
same approach as productivist industrial agriculture. USAID ad-
ministrator Shah (2014) in a speech given at the Chicago Council 
for Global Affairs said that “game-changing technologies only ac-
tually change the game when they reach farmers,” that he was “in-
spired by the green revolution” and that it is easy to think of new 
seeds as the “silver bullet”. It would seem that the New Alliance is 
using the word “sustainable” as a way to hide their efforts at indus-
trializing the agricultural systems of participating African countries. 
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Value Chains 

Equally fundamental to the New Alliance vision is the concept of 
value chains, which focuses on marketing rather than production. 
Value chains are conceived as direct routes that link producers to 
the eventual consumer (McKeon, 2014), where investment, lending 
and the necessary infrastructures are created (Yara, 2014). The ar-
gument, according to the New Alliance, is that when there is a sur-
plus of a crop in season, local market prices crash, which dissuades 
farmers from investing in technologies that would improve their 
yield (Obenland, 2014, p. 10). The preferred way to link farmers to 
new markets, or in this case the global market, is with value chains 
(McKeon, 2014, p. 9). Another assumption is that most farmers in 
sub-Saharan Africa are subsistence farmers, which is no longer the 
case as most farmers today are linked to diverse local markets: “As 
argued before, smallholder agriculture is not located outside the 
markets. There is no point in ‘linking’ smallholder agriculture to the 
markets. The central issue is, instead, how to invest and with which 
stakeholders to increase and keep more value-added at holding and 
territorial level” (Food and Agriculture Organization [FAO], 2013, 
p. 73) McMichael (2013) argues that value chain farming, or con-
tract farming, establishes “chains of dependency, with smallholders 
entering markets over which they have no ultimate control, thereby 
threatening their autonomy on the land” (p. 672). Furthermore, 
hybrid and GM seeds supported by the value chain “individualise 
cropping” (McMichael, 2013, p. 679) as opposed to diversified 
farming. Debt also plays a large role in value chains, as small-
holders are expected to buy into expensive inputs such as seeds, 
fertilizer and pesticides that they cannot afford while bearing the 
bulk of the risk, thus relying on debt to keep their farms active 
(McMichael, 2013). The AGRA Program for Africa’s Seed Systems 
(PASS) finances and structures the value chain of hybrid and GM 
seeds through research and marketing (McKeon, 2014). GRAIN 
(2007) writes: 

“The logic here is staggering. The idea is to fund public breeders 
to develop new varieties (as the private sector does not want to 
do this), to fund private companies to sell these to farmers, and 
to provide credit to farmers for the purchase of these seeds 
(because otherwise they cannot pay for them). AGRA is all 
about creating an effective demand for its own product, 
prescribing a model of development that is not able to survive 
on its own”. 
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One of the purposes of value chains is to create demand and de-
pendence on the products sold by multinational corporations (Cur-
tis & Hillary, 2012, p. 1). Once farmers stop saving their own seeds 
and providing their own inputs, it becomes difficult to regain that 
control because they are “hooked into use of external inputs 
through a time-bound, externally-funded programme over whose 
destiny they have no control” (McKeon, 2014, p. 9). 
 African countries participating in the New Alliance are making 
policy changes facilitating fertilizer and seed companies’ access to 
national markets, as well as incentives for investment such as tax 
reductions. For example, Burkina Faso has committed to “facilitate 
private sector participation in fertilizer supply contracts” (New Al-
liance for Food Security & Nutrition [NAFSN], 2013b, p. 5) and to 
“review the seed legislation to clearly define the role of the private 
sector in certified seed selection, production and marketing” 
(NAFSN, 2013b, p. 5), while Ethiopia seeks to “increase private 
sector participation in seed development, multiplication, and distri-
bution” (NAFSN, 2012a, p. 5). However, farmers in Africa are not 
asking for the GM and hybrid seeds corporations have to offer be-
cause “farmers have developed a very effective seed-saving system 
that has been in place since times immemorial. This traditional ag-
ricultural system allows farmers to access good quality seeds year 
after year through inter-farmer exchanges and in-crop selections of 
vigorous seeds” (Coulibaly, 2009, p. 11). As 90% of seeds in Africa 
are local varieties, the privatization of that component of the value 
chain is fundamental for maximum profit (McMichael, 2013). Plans 
to fast-track seed varieties have also been implemented in Tanzania 
where the “time required to release new varieties of imported seeds 
from outside the region [is] to be reviewed and benchmarked with 
international best practices” (NAFSN, 2012d, p. 5). But as 
McMichael (2013) stated that “fast-tracked seeds dispense with 
adequate local testing, shifting risk to farmers at the same time as 
the latter take on debt to buy such commercial varieties” (p. 685). 
Whether African farmers need the inputs offered by corporations 
or not, the biotech industry intends nonetheless to penetrate the 
market, as they have invested immensely in Africa (Bassey, 2009). 

Growth Corridors 

Led by private corporations, “agricultural growth corridors” com-
bine industrial agricultural production models and value chains to 
gain maximum “effectiveness”. The purpose of growth corridors is 
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to attract investors by converting land into industrial agriculture, 
and building infrastructure such as roads, railways, ports and proc-
essing plants (Paul & Steinbrecher, 2013). Growth corridors were 
launched by Yara, a fertilizer company, at the 2008 WEF New Vi-
sion for Agriculture, “to develop underutilized land areas in Africa 
that have great potential to enhance food production and economic 
growth” (Yara, 2014), and have become an official component of 
the New Alliance framework. What tends to happen instead is 
smallholders become outgrowers working mainly for multinational 
corporations, thus reinforcing the dependence of farmers on for-
eign markets and inputs (Curtis & Hillary, 2012), as stated by Eu-
ropAfrica (2013, p. 23): 

“when family farmers enter the commodified market they 
become part of a commodified chain, losing autonomy and 
control of the resource base, local markets and jobs. Control is 
handed to agribusiness, who hold market power through their 
ability to determine prices for both commercial inputs and 
produce”. 

Once again, smallholders and their communities are supposed to 
be beneficiaries alongside corporations through access to credit, 
inputs and land rights, yet the “corridor proposals suggest that 
production is more likely to focus on commodities for international 
markets, rather than helping local communities practice agriculture 
for food security/sovereignty, placing them in a role of contract 
farmers and outgrowers rather than independent food providers” 
(Paul & Steinbrecher, 2013, pp. 5). 

Growth corridors bring together PPPs and the value chain into 
an effective instrument to foster and promote private investment. 
The two best known growth corridors are Beira Agricultural 
Growth Corridor (BAGC) in Mozambique and the Southern Agri-
cultural Growth Corridor of Tanzania (SAGCOT). Corporations 
intend to open new markets for their proprietary seeds, fertilizer, 
and machinery along the entire supply chain, thus likely creating the 
conditions for land appropriation (Paul & Steinbrecher, 2013). 

Cooperation Frameworks 

The 10 African countries who have joined the New Alliance have 
signed Cooperation Framework Agreements (CFAs), which include 
commitments by host countries, G8 nations, public donors and by 
corporations, national and transnational (Obenland, 2014). The 
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CFAs are particular to each hosting African country, yet there are 
important similarities between all of them. African countries are 
expected to make policy changes to encourage and facilitate private 
investment, as can be read in the New Alliance (NAFSN, 2012d, p. 
3): 

“The Government of Tanzania intends to focus its efforts, in 
particular, on increasing stability and transparency in trade 
policy; improving incentives for the private sector; developing 
and implementing a transparent land tenure policy; developing 
and implementing domestic seed policies that encourage 
increased private sector involvement in this area; and aligning 
the National Food and Nutrition Policy with the National 
Nutrition Strategy”. 

This commitment makes it clear that the intention of the Tanza-
nian government is to help the private sector, “in particular”, to 
penetrate the Tanzanian agricultural market. The discourse sur-
rounding such policy reforms is that smallholders will increase their 
yields and productivity once they have access to modern irrigation 
and farming technology, hybrid and GM seeds and synthetic fertil-
izer (Moahloli, 2009).  

However, there is little mention of the commitments govern-
ments and investors have made to support smallholders. In nearly 
all 10 Cooperation Frameworks, the only commitment which in-
vokes smallholders is for the “delivery of tangible benefits to 
smallholders, including women”, which remains a vague statement 
at best (NAFSN, 2012d, p. 3). Terms such as “inclusive economic 
growth” and “responsible agricultural investment” are systemati-
cally used in every Cooperation Framework, while providing little 
to no precision as to what these mean (Obenland, 2014, p. 13). 
However, given the neoliberal orientations of the program, one 
may surmise that “inclusive” means inclusive of the private sector 
and large foreign concerns, and responsible means that the invest-
ments respond to the interests of the latter parties. 

The only country that has an ostensibly different Cooperation 
Framework is Benin. Benin’s commitments seem more focused on 
the small-scale farmer by working to “improve Benin’s agricultural 
performance so that it is able, in a sustainable way, to ensure food 
sovereignty for the population and to contribute to the economic 
and social development of Benin” (NAFSN, 2013a, p. 2). Benin is 
also the only country to mention gender equality and environ-
mental issues. That being said, Benin will revise tax and regulatory 
legislation to “encourage and favour investment in the agricultural 
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sector” (NAFSN, 2013a, p. 6). In addition, given that Benin aims at 
realizing the Millennium Development Goals more rapidly through 
agricultural development, this too furthers the goals of neoliberal 
restructuring, as explained in detail by Cammack (2006). 

Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) 

The New Alliance is a “multi-stakeholder partnership initiative” 
which is implemented through public-private partnerships (PPPs), 
and represents what the Introduction to this volume explains in 
terms of the “force multipliers” and “connected capitalism” con-
cepts. The World Bank defines PPPs as, “a long-term contract be-
tween a private party and a government agency, for providing a 
public asset or service, in which the private party bears significant 
risk and management responsibility” (World Bank, 2012, p. 11). 
PPPs are touted as a win-win for all parties involved since it be-
comes possible for the state to benefit from the resources of the 
private sector and transfer some of the risk to them, while most of 
the accountability rests in the public sector (McKeon, 2014). How-
ever, what generally happens is accountability tends to disappear, 
while corporations avoid most of the risk by imposing changes in 
policy and regulations that may put them in a position of risk 
(McKeon, 2014). AGRA and Grow Africa are both precursors of 
the New Alliance, and both solidified corporate-led development 
with PPPs as central components to their approach (McKeon, 
2014), and they have been criticized for excluding policy frame-
works that were formulated jointly with African peasant farmers 
and producers (Cissokho, 2012). 
 Similarly observable in the Cooperation Framework Agree-
ments of the New Alliance, the commitments that host countries 
must make are much more exhaustive, describing how they intend 
to create an investment-friendly environment for the private sector, 
while corporations simply need to write Letters of Intent stating 
that “they will prepare and execute, and intend to 
advise, shape, and participate in broad, inclusive and sustained pri-
vate sector consultative mechanisms with the host government” 
(NAFSN, 2012d, p. 3). What becomes clear is that the brunt of the 
risk is shouldered by smallholders who are not included in the 
PPPs, yet they are the ones most affected by changes in regulations 
and laws regarding agriculture (McKeon, 2014). Smallholders are to 
rest easy while corporations and governments have their best inter-
ests at heart, so it seems. 
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 Amid the diverse actors that are engaged in the New Alliance, 
the use of the word “partnership” can be misleading, as it creates 
an image where all actors are equal and conceals any conflict there 
may be between them (Obenland, 2014, p. 14). It seems clear that 
the interests of smallholders and those of corporations are at odds, 
as they both compete for markets, natural resources, agricultural 
commodities and profit, with corporations having more influence 
and financial power, thus making the playing field uneven 
(Obenland, 2014, p. 14). According to the CFA for Nigeria, “G8 
members, the Government of Nigeria, and the private sector in-
tend to review their collective performance under this document 
through an annual review process to be conducted jointly” 
(NAFSN, 2012c, pp. 3). Smallholders, those who are the intended 
beneficiaries of the New Alliance, are not included when the time 
comes for accountability. Furthermore, the notion of accountability 
within the New Alliance does not mean liability for one’s actions 
when excesses may occur, such as land grabbing, but rather “to re-
view progress toward jointly determined objectives on the basis of 
jointly determined benchmarks” (NAFSN, 2012c, pp. 3). Each 
CFA states that part of the joint objectives or “benchmarks” is to 
help fulfill each host country’s CAADP investment plan (NAFSN, 
2012c, pp. 3). The agricultural component of NEPAD, the 
CAADP, is an African-owned development plan to invest in agri-
culture and orient priorities and programmes nationally. According 
to Cissokho (2012), the initiatives born from NEPAD and the 
CAADP, “generated significant hopes and expectations on the part 
of the social movements and the networks of peasants and produc-
ers, who saw agriculture regaining its position at the heart of the 
political agenda”. That statement suggests that the CAADP was 
initially a much more inclusive initiative for smallholders and that it 
aligned itself more closely with farmers and their vision for African 
agriculture. Nonetheless, the CAADP rapidly degenerated (Cis-
sokho, 2012) and due to a top-down approach and inadequate 
communication between governments and farmers, the National 
Agricultural Development Programmes, “appeared to be above all 
occasions for negotiating new aid” (Cissokho, 2012). CAADP be-
came an instrument directed at acquiring external aid rather than 
relying on domestic resources in an efficient way (McKeon, 2014). 



MANDELA  CO UPA L DAL GLE I SH 
 

118 

Land Grabs and the New Alliance 

On a global scale, there has been a renewed effort to grab produc-
tive lands, but this is especially true in Africa. A World Bank report 
recently estimated that, “approximately 56 million hectares worth 
of large-scale farmland deals were announced even before the end 
of 2009,” when up to 2008 only 4 million hectares of agricultural 
land were acquired (Deininger & Byerlee, 2010, p. xiv). The same 
report also notes that 70% of that new demand has been in Africa, 
the target area of the New Alliance, where “countries such as 
Ethiopia, Mozambique, and Sudan have transferred millions of 
hectares to investors in recent years” (Deininger & Byerlee, 2010, 
p. xiv).2 The appropriation of this land is happening jointly with 
transnational and national corporate investors, governments and 
local elites for the purpose of producing commodities for interna-
tional and domestic markets (Margulis, McKeon & Borras, 2013). 
The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), 
the Committee on World Food Security (CWFS), the World Bank 
and the African Union have been working on solutions. In 2012, 
the CWFS adopted the Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible 
Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests, which ac-
cording to GRAIN (2013, p. 6) are a “bottom-up consultation and 
are acclaimed for putting emphasis on the rights and needs of 
women, indigenous peoples and the poor”. However, the Volun-
tary Guidelines are just that, voluntary. The CFAs of the New Alli-
ance “take account” (NAFSN, 2012c, p. 3) of the Voluntary 
Guidelines, while also taking into account the Principles of Re-
sponsible Agricultural Investment (PRAI), which were formulated 
by the World Bank and International Fund for Agricultural Devel-
opment (IFAD). The PRAI have been criticized for creating so-
called responsible levels of land grabbing instead of working to end 
them completely (Transnational Institute, 2011). The Transnational 
Institute (2011) argues that the PRAI is an attempt to create the 
illusion that power imbalances are lessened between those grabbing 
the land and those who live and work on it by making land acquisi-
tion deals more transparent, while failing to address the problem 
these land grabs truly pose, that is the loss of the land itself. 
 As discussed earlier, African countries in the New Alliance, as 
part of their Cooperation Frameworks, have made commitments 
with the purpose of reinforcing land right laws and intellectual 
property rights. In Malawi, the government will release 200,000 
hectares of land for large scale commercial agriculture by June 2015 
(NAFSN, 2012b); Ghana will produce a database of suitable land 
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for investors with the objective of compiling 10,000 hectares by 
December 2015 (NAFSN, 2012e); Burkina Faso will “adopt and 
disseminate a policy framework for resettlement in the developed 
areas taking into consideration all types of farmers, small and large-
scale” (NAFSN, 2013b, p. 6); and, Tanzania will secure land right 
certificates for smallholders and investors, demarcate village land in 
the Kilombero district as well as in the SAGCOT region (NAFSN, 
2012d). These are some of the policy requirements for investment 
in the CFAs. While strengthening land rights could have positive 
consequences in the right context, such as the recognition of 
women’s ownership rights and collectively managed land, it will 
most likely create the conditions for land grabs (Paul & Steinbre-
cher, 2013). As Paul & Steinbrecher (2013) put it: “In this context, 
land titling is only part of the answer, because without the right 
policy context it can simply lead to land being sold, either voluntar-
ily or under pressure, resulting in concentration of land in the 
hands of the most powerful players” (p. 11). 
 Practically speaking, land and its subsequent wealth is being 
transferred from those who live on it to corporations. Africa is 
seen as a new frontier for agribusiness corporations, who are 
committing investments in exchange for risk-free conditions that 
are undermining the resources and further impoverishing the in-
habitants of the land. 

Analysis 

The New Alliance claims that it will bring 50 million people out of 
poverty in sub-Saharan Africa, yet it is built upon past initiatives 
and partnerships that have proven to be detrimental to African 
farmers. The New Alliance is yet another corporate-led, top-down 
development initiative that benefits the interests of corporations 
rather than the people it claims to help. The New Alliance is setting 
the stage for large agricultural companies to swoop into risk free 
investment environments that African countries must create, while 
the smallholders who produce the majority of the national food 
supply receive little to no benefits. Land tenure laws adopted under 
the New Alliance are leading to land grabs, laws on inputs such as 
seeds and fertilizer are causing loss of diversity in crops and farm-
ing techniques, while value chains and growth corridors are usher-
ing in a new wave of industrial agriculture. Farmers in Africa have 
the agricultural knowledge and the genetic diversity (seeds) that 
they need to produce their own food in a sustainable way while 
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generating enough profit to sustain themselves. As Zitto Kabwe 
stated in an article by Provost, Ford & Tran (2014): “It will be like 
colonialism. Farmers will not be able to farm until they import, 
linking farmers to [the] vulnerability of international prices. Big 
companies will benefit. We should not allow that”. 

Notes 

1 According the World Economic Forum, the “New Vision” project is 
led by 28 of its “global partner companies,” including: Agco Corpora-
tion, Archer Daniels Midland, BASF, Bayer AG, Bunge Limited, Car-
gill, CF Industries, The Coca-Cola Company, Diageo, DuPont, 
General Mills, Heineken NV, Kraft Foods, Louis Dreyfus Commodi-
ties, Maersk, Metro AG, Monsanto Company, Nestlé, PepsiCo, 
Rabobank, Royal DSM, SABMiller, Swiss Reinsurance Company 
Ltd., Syngenta, The Mosaic Company, Unilever, Wal-Mart Stores 
Inc., and Yara International (Paul & Steinbrecher, 2013, p. 2). 

2 While Margulis, McKeon, and Borras (2013) posit that the land grab 
phenomena is most clearly discernible in the history of imperialism—
they do not see the current land grabs as fitting within the classic 
North-South axis of prior imperialism. However, as these numbers 
demonstrate, there is a definite North-South axis that persists; more-
over, the New Alliance itself stems from the actions and decisions of 
agencies and states of the global North, such as the Rockefeller 
Foundation, the Gates Foundation, and the G8, which diminishes the 
“polycentric” emphasis which Margulis, McKeon, and Borras, unsuc-
cessfully labour to construct. 
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Chapter 3 

  
COCAINE BLUES: 

THE COST OF DEMOCRATIZATION UNDER 

PLAN COLOMBIA 

Robert Majewski 

olombia has had continuous relations with the US since 
1822, yet US interest in the country increased during the 
Cold War era when insurgent groups emerged and became 
a threat to the kind of democratic model that is preferred 

by the US (Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs, 2013). Particu-
larly, the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias Colombianas (Revolutionary 
Armed Forces of Colombia, or FARC) has been the stated source 
of worries for US officials. The FARC was seen as a threat to the 
established political order and has continuously been accused of 
having a direct link to drug production operations (Labrousse, 
2005). Following decades of covert and overt interventions justified 
by counterinsurgency missions and anti-drug campaigns, US presi-
dent Bill Clinton and Colombian head of state Andrés Pastrana 
combined their efforts into a plan that aimed to eradicate drug 
production once and for all and stabilize the Colombian economy 
while strengthening the country’s democracy (Council on Foreign 
Relations [CFR], 2000). Plan Colombia was introduced in 2000 and 
was unsuccessful in attaining its goals for the reduction of drug 
production, yet it has had repercussions on the economic, political 
and social spheres of the country. Economically, it assures a free 
flow of capital between the global South and the global North, en-
suring that Colombia enters successfully into the free market, thus 
pleasing US investors and aligning with imperialist interests. What 
US foreign policy fosters, as perpetuated under Obama, is “a com-
plex balance between stability and instability that maintains the re-
gion’s overall dependence and, therefore, its status as a source of 

C 
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U.S. wealth and power” (Delgado-Ramos & Romano, 2011, p. 93). 
Politically, it ensures through militarization a strong counterinsur-
gency program for fighting actors that pose a threat to the US-
backed model of democracy and the neoliberal agenda (Delgado-
Ramos & Romano, 2011; Mondragón, 2007; Villar & Cottle, 2011). 
More tangibly, fumigation of peasant crops and massive displace-
ment have also affected the population and can be interpreted as a 
symptom of Plan Colombia and more generally, imperialism itself 
(Ballvé, 2009). 
 In this chapter I will therefore argue that US-Colombian rela-
tions have been shaped by the imperialist project of the US: 
through the humanitarian discourse of help and cooperation, and 
the battle against the FARC under the umbrella of the “war on 
drugs,” the US has legitimized its military intervention in Colombia 
to ensure its legitimacy and its presence in South America. Fur-
thermore, through US-style democratization and the implementa-
tion of the rule of law, the US has ensured in Colombia a safer 
haven for foreign capital and opened the doors for the implemen-
tation of a free market system. 

Setting the Scene: Colombian Internal Conflict 

Colombia’s geographic position makes it a strategic point of con-
trol over the South American continent and more particularly its 
neighbouring countries. Indeed, bordering Venezuela, Peru, Ecua-
dor, Bolivia and Brazil, Colombia presents itself as the entry way to 
South America and the launching point of many US military opera-
tions in the region (Salazar & Acosta, 2001). Furthermore, in the 
entire region and also in Colombia, since the end of WWII leftist 
movements have blossomed due to disenchantment with the 
promises of industrialization and the burgeoning national security 
states, and offered alternatives that took into account peasant 
struggles and the demands of the impoverished masses. The Cold 
War era saw a dichotomy between the growing capitalist force of 
the US and the communist politics of the Soviet Union. So-called 
“Third World” countries witnessed a rise of revolutionary move-
ments that offered alternatives to right wing politics. An example 
of this is the FARC, which was formed as a result of peasant mili-
tary organization that had previously fought during La Violencia 
(Metelits, 2010, p. 93). This period of violence (1948-1966) cost 
more than 200,000 lives, and was a result of the political confronta-
tions between the Conservative and Liberal Parties (Sánchez in 
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Metelits, 2010, p. 88). Policies on land issues were heavily con-
tested, which led to the dramatic turning point of the assassination 
of Liberal party member Jorge Eliécer Gaitán. Gaitán had been 
pushing for land reforms and wealth redistribution, causes that 
gained popularity among the masses (Metelits, 2010, p. 88). During 
this period, peasants were forced to leave their lands and many of 
them joined guerrilla groups that took up arms to fight against large 
landowners (Metelits, 2010, p. 91). These groups gained political 
importance as they grew into a menace for the governments in 
place. In 1964, the FARC was officially formed and quickly estab-
lished its political legitimacy as a revolutionary group defending 
peasant rights and as a force fighting against the political elite.  
 US officials rapidly acknowledged that the FARC was a force 
to be reckoned with and that the political power they held was a 
direct menace to US imperial dominance in Colombia that also had 
implications for the rest of Latin America. Parallel to the rise of the 
FARC, narco-traffickers were also gaining ground. Indeed, the 
1980s in Colombia were characterized by a rise in cocaine produc-
tion along with drug traffickers finding their way into Colombian 
political, financial and legal institutions (Villar & Cottle, 2011, p. 
55). The lines were blurred between the government and the drug 
cartels; the new “narco-state” opened the way for the “narco-
bourgeoisie” whose interests were in turn protected by the Colom-
bian state. Having acquired great wealth through the drug econ-
omy, this new economic class was the main investor in Colombia. 
The money generated was subsequently laundered in US financial 
institutions (Villar & Cottle, 2011, p. 55). Yet another important 
actor arose to protect the drug cartels: the paramilitary forces cre-
ated by the drug cartels themselves were an even more violent al-
ternative to the Colombian army, both having similar interests in 
protecting the dominant class. Opposing these groups were the 
FARC who were targeted and depicted as a threat by the govern-
ments of Colombia and the US.  
 The Colombian military in the 1970s and 1980s was funded in 
large part by the US government. The military training and assis-
tance that the US provided were allegedly used to counter political 
opponents such as the FARC rather than the emerging drug lords 
(Villar & Cottle, 2011, p. 45; also see “foreign internal defense” in 
the Introduction to this volume). The CIA on the other hand 
played an important role in centralizing drug traffickers through 
meetings that they organized in Colombia resulting in the creation 
of the important Medellín drug cartel led by the infamous Pablo 
Escobar (Villar & Cottle, 2011, p. 47). Escobar’s rule did not last 
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long as he was killed in 1993 and replaced by Carlos Castaño from 
the Calí drug cartel, also with the help of the CIA (Villar & Cottle, 
2011, p. 78). This change of actors further engrained drug produc-
tion into the Colombian political system and opened the door for 
the strengthening of relations between drug cartels and US agents 
(Villar & Cottle, 2011, p. 79). Seven years later, Plan Colombia was 
authorized by Bill Clinton, legitimizing and authorizing US inter-
ventions in Colombia under the same banner of the drug war. 

Historical Development of Plan Colombia 

Former Colombian president Andrés Pastrana Arango introduced 
in 1998 a national development plan called “Cambio para construir 
la paz” (Change to construct peace). This plan aimed to promote 
the economic, social and environmental conditions necessary to 
achieve national peace (Salazar & Acosta, 2001, p. 44). In the fol-
lowing year a second version of the plan was proposed and in-
cluded elements of political reform and projects for alternative 
agricultural development for coca producers. In September of the 
same year, the third draft was presented but was skewed signifi-
cantly toward responding to US internets in the region. Rather than 
social development, the emphasis was put on exposing the links 
between drug production and rebel groups such as the FARC (Sa-
lazar & Acosta, 2001, p. 45). Furthermore, strengthening Colom-
bia’s armed forces and assuring the rule of law were also put in the 
foreground as solutions for resolving the country’s political crisis 
(Avilés, 2008, p. 418). As Avilés (2008) argues, these changes were 
in fact “pragmatic shifts in emphasis in order to obtain US sup-
port” (p. 419). It is in this context that we can understand the 
fourth draft of the plan, officially named “Plan Colombia” and 
backed by the US. Officially the Plan promoted, “an integrated 
strategy to meet the most pressing challenges confronting Colom-
bia today—promoting the peace process, combating the narcotics 
industry, reviving the Colombian economy, and strengthening the 
democratic pillars of Colombian society” (CFR, 2000).  

Economic Democratization 

“The current round of imperialism,” writes Mooers (2006, p. 5), 
“has as its goal the export and entrenchment of capitalist social-
property relations throughout the world; it is about the universali-
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zation of capitalism”. When reading Plan Colombia’s objectives of 
“reviving the Colombian economy, and strengthening the democ-
ratic pillars of Colombian society” (CFR, 2000), there is a need to 
delve deeper into the true meaning of these objectives. The first 
matter of interest will be the latter part of this objective (reviving 
the Colombian economy). In order for foreign corporations to be 
interested in Colombia as a potential ground for investment, it 
must be perceived as “safe”. As Wood (2006, p. 14) notes, “a stable 
global system of multiple states” is required “to maintain the kind 
of order and predictability that capitalism—more than any other 
social form—needs”. The promotion of democracy in the war on 
drugs can also be understood as part of the expansion of interna-
tional trade and implementation of a free-market economy (Avilés, 
2008, p. 415). Yet, as Wood further argues, benefits are to be had 
from the instability of national economies, permitting exploitation 
of resources and cheap labour (Wood, 2006, p. 14). There is thus a 
subtle negotiation of security/insecurity that takes places to maxi-
mize foreign investment, while upholding conditions of constant 
instability. 
 In the case of Plan Colombia, it is therefore not surprising to 
find investors and representatives of transnational corporations 
(TNCs) on boards and committees selected to draw up policies of 
intervention (Avilés, 2008). An example of this is the Council on 
Foreign Relations (CFR), whose members have upheld an agenda 
directed towards capitalist globalization and economic develop-
ment in the developing world (Avilés, 2008, p. 420). Domhoff ex-
plains that the “CFR obtains most of its resources from 
contributions from TNCs and business leaders make up the great-
est proportion if its memberships” (as cited in Avilés, 2008, p. 420).  
 The case of Occidental Petroleum (OP), a US-based oil com-
pany, demonstrates the nature of the priorities of the US in Plan 
Colombia. The Department of Putumayo in the south of Colombia 
was chosen as a pilot zone for testing the efficiency of Plan Co-
lombia. The region was indeed controlled mainly by the FARC and 
had a high concentration of coca crops, yet it was also a region in 
which the US had many interests. OP was also developing an ex-
ploration project in this region where a high density of natural re-
sources can be found (Salazar & Acosta, 2001, p. 46). The 
company had been subject to attacks throughout the 1990s and 
reached out to the US government for help. OP spent US $8.6 mil-
lion between 1996 and 2000 in lobbying the US government to 
boost its military presence in Colombia. The fruit of this invest-
ment was seen some years later when President George W. Bush 
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granted the company a US $100 million subsidy for forming a pro-
tection brigade for the company’s pipeline (Avilés, 2008, p. 425). 
As argued by Panitch and Gindin (2006, p. 21), contemporary US 
imperialism, 

“is characterized above all by economic penetration and informal 
incorporation of other capitalist states, but at the same time it 
both permits and requires imperial policing and military 
intervention in a ‘rogue state’ which has not been incorporated 
into the neoliberal capitalist order”. 

While Colombia as a nation-state was never identified by the US as 
a “rogue state” (reserving such terms for outright “enemies” such 
as North Korea), Colombia was however deemed insecure and in 
need of policing, because of internal “rogue” elements such as the 
FARC. The military aid sponsored by USAID was intended for 
that matter. Speaking in US terms, what renders a state unsafe or 
“rogue” is amongst other things “terrorism”. To quote the US Bu-
reau of Public Affairs (2008): “strong law enforcement institutions, 
rooted in democratic principles and protective of human rights, are 
vital to preventing transnational threats, from drugs to organized 
criminal activity to terrorism”. Thus it can be understood that an 
effective way of fighting terrorism is promoting democracy.  
 After 9/11, counter-terrorism became a paramount preoccupa-
tion for the US government. Moving from a counter-narcotics in-
tervention in Colombia, US officials explicitly described Plan 
Colombia as a counter-insurgency initiative that would defeat the 
FARC (Elhawary, 2011, p. S393; see Figure 3.1). Groups such as 
the FARC would no longer be framed as guerrilla movements, but 
would instead be described as, “terrorist movements financed by 
the drug trafficking” (Pizarro & Gaitán, 2006, p. 61). Direct com-
bat against such groups could thus be easily legitimized by the US 
state (Pizarro & Gaitán, 2006, p. 62). In this process of demoniza-
tion, the FARC was described by Francis X. Taylor, coordinator 
for the State Department’s Office of Anti-Terrorism, as the “most 
dangerous international terrorist organization based in the hemi-
sphere” (Pizarro & Gaitán, 2006, p. 62). The perception by the 
former Colombian President Álvaro Uribe that the guerrilla group 
moved away from its formally promoted political motivations to-
wards an exclusively profit-oriented logic led to the cessation of 
negotiations and to an openly counter-terrorist action plan (Elha-
wary, 2011, p. S394). By framing the FARC as a terrorist group, the 
US also succeeded in putting through the idea that the intervention 
in Colombia was an issue of national security. Indeed, military in-
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tervention abroad is often justified by problems at home, as it is the 
case with Colombia: “the social consequence of drug abuse in the 
USA (crime, unemployment, addiction, etc.) has earned it a place as 
a national security threat and US hegemony allows its perceived na-
tional security interests to dictate counter-narcotics policy for Latin 
America” (Avilés, 2008, p. 411). 
 
Figure 3.1: Colin Powell Supporting Plan Colombia 

Then US Secretary of State, retired General Colin Powell is shown on an official 
visit to Colombia in 2004 in support of “Plan Colombia” (Photo: The White 
House.) 

 
 Democracy was to be instated as an effective way to fight 
against the “terrorist” group that controlled a considerable part of 
Colombian territory containing valuable natural resources and bor-
dering with neighbouring countries (Pizarro & Gaitán, 2006, p. 56). 
These territories were also framed as “lawless,” where the state’s 
tentacles could not reach (Marcella, 2009, p. 13). The US thus 
vowed to bring law and order to Colombian society, by the same 
channels instituting the legal means to implant their dreamed-of 
democratic system.  

Rule of Law 

A major objective that the US aimed to achieve in its intervention 
in Colombia was the implementation of the rule of law. In its quest 
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of creating a US-style justice system, the US has provided over US 
$150 million in aid in order to create conflict resolution centres, 
training of public defenders and other juridical activities (US Gov-
ernment Accountability Office [GAO], 2008, p. 57). As righteous 
as they may seem, these measures fall under the banner of cultural 
imperialism at the juridical level, where Colombia is perceived to be 
a lawless society in need of the correct (i.e., US-constructed) judi-
cial reform. It is indeed not easy to oppose such an ideal, for “the 
rule of law is the kind of idea that everybody places on a sacred 
pedestal, protected and defended on almost every side” (Mattei, 
2010, p. 91). As Mattei further explains, the notion of the rule of 
law is entirely malleable, ranging from the protection of the weak 
and exploited to the defence of transnational companies that have 
acquired land thanks to privatization measures (2010, p. 92). In-
deed, in the Colombian case, “the rule of law” has been understood 
as “acceptance of investment guarantees, protection of property 
rights, and the sanctity of contracts” (Mattei, 2010, p. 93). The idea 
is understood as both the protection of (individual) human rights 
and of property rights, where capital accumulation through posses-
sion of property is to lead to liberty on the personal level, liberty 
here being understood, amongst other things, as the freedom of 
consumption. In the imperialist and neoliberal logic, human rights 
are presented as synonymous to capital accumulation and super-
sede other freedoms such as the protection of basic human needs. 
This logic leads to scenarios where for example natural resources in 
the “Third World” are being privatized by transnational companies 
who are protected by property rights (Hanieh, 2006). Unfortunately 
for “basic human needs,” the rule of law has been in most cases 
understood as the legal defense of the free market, capital accumu-
lation and liberal democracy (Waldon, 2011, p. 3). 
 The prestige around the ideal stems, at least in part, from its 
seemingly benevolent and successful implementers— the US, for 
example—who at least appear to have a strong and well-rooted 
constitution and whose idealized democracy was historically upheld 
by law and order (Mattei, 2010, p. 91). The US has emerged as a 
hub for lawyers, where US law schools are highly praised world-
wide and the perception of the US lawyer in many older Holly-
wood movies is one of prestige, integrity, and an intrepid 
determination to get at the truth. Law is so deeply engraved in US 
(high) society, such that lawyers “enjoy a legal culture and discourse 
that is broader than jurisdictional limits” (Mattei, 2003, p. 391). 
Mattei (2003) further frames the rule of law as an imperial law, one 
that is a dominant layer of the world-wide legal system whose best 
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ally and vehicle is predatory economic globalization (p. 383). In the 
case of Colombia, the implementation of the imperial rule of law 
was not entirely “forced” upon the country in any direct sense. In-
deed, a professional elite was already in place to back such hege-
monic policies that they internalized beforehand as being in their 
own interests (Avilés , 2008, p. 413). Though this measure of Plan 
Colombia was aimed at giving resources to those “in need of law,” 
Ginsburg (2011) frames the issue in the opposite way, “even if a 
country would be better off without support, the ruling coalition 
will certainly not be. There is little political incentive to ‘graduate’” 
(p. 229). 
 In short, “the rule of law” is the discourse that legitimizes a 
given international dynamic of power (Mattei, 2003, p. 386). In our 
present system, where capitalism grew and is still growing towards 
world economic domination, nations must “change the law accord-
ing to western standards in order to get access to the international 
market and to remain economically viable” (Mattei, 2003, p. 383). 
Yet to avoid forceful implementation of capitalism and shun resis-
tance, the necessary tools must be in place: 

“Imperialism requires an ‘imperial ideal’, a stronger ideological 
apparatus that can be reached only by means of strong and well-
developed ‘ideological’ institutions. The ideals of a global 
market, of international human rights, of freedom throughout 
the world, and most notably of the ‘rule of law’ perform this 
ideological role”. (Mattei, 2003, p. 402) 

Although there is ideological acceptance from the elite spheres of 
society, the rest of the population also has to be convinced, this be-
ing often done in a forceful and thus unconvincing manner. 

The US-Colombia Free Trade Agreement 

Flowing from the installation of the “rule of law,” in 2012 the US 
and Colombia officially implemented a free-trade agreement or 
FTA (Embassy of Colombia, 2013). Negotiations had commenced 
in 2006, yet before signing the official version Colombia was forced 
to comply with a number of US demands for securing the ground 
(Office of the United States Trade Representative [USTR], 2014). 
Many issues since 2006 arose in the public sphere addressing con-
cerns about the economic disadvantage that Colombia had relative 
to the US, namely, US farmers benefit from government subsidies 
giving them an unfair advantage in the context of international 
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trade, so that products exported from the US end up being cheaper 
than those produced locally. It also has the effect of inhibiting ex-
ports coming from Colombia to the US (Garay Salamanca et al., 
2009, p. 27). In short, while the susbsidized competitiveness of US 
farmers is rising, Colombian campesinos’ vulnerability is also on the 
rise. A brief glance at the past can be relevant in predicting the fu-
ture. The economic neoliberal transitions that affected Colombia in 
the 1980s and 1990s and the country’s steady integration into the 
global capitalist market caused a severe drop in coffee prices, the 
main national export, and forced many agrarian workers to turn to 
the cultivation of coca crops (Avilés, 2008, p. 417). The peasant 
movement that is voicing its concerns with the FTA in Colombia is 
gaining ground and is slowly being recognized by the government 
as one that has legitimate concerns. Nevertheless, the Colombian 
state continues to fail to satisfy the demands formulated by peas-
ants. Notably, most peasants are concerned with the impact that 
the FTA will have on local economies and rural Colombia as a 
whole. As one farmer testifies, importing a chicken from the US is 
cheaper than one that is Colombian-raised (Ospina-Valencia, 
2013). Local groups such as the Red Colombiana de Acción Frente al 
Libre Comercio (the Colombian Action Network against Free Trade, 
or RCAFLC) are organizing both on the ground but also producing 
academic work with the aim of trying to find alternatives to the 
FTA, showing that solutions are being developed from within 
(RCAFLC, 2014). 
 With farmers relying on their crops as their main source of in-
come, the FTA is directly inhibiting the chances of farmers to live 
off the land. Furthermore, Law 9.70 under the intellectual property 
rights integrated in the FTA, forced farmers to buy seeds from 
state approved companies and criminalized keeping seeds from one 
year to another. This is a clear example of how the “rule of law” 
can act to the detriment of lower classes and disregards traditional 
understanding of agriculture (for related and parallel cases in Af-
rica, see chapter 2 in this volume). A series of protests and strikes 
were held in the country to oppose the commodification of seeds. 
The strikes succeeded in suspending law 9.70. These events pay 
tribute to the grassroots mobilization that can take place locally to 
solve local problems (Charles, 2013). The case of the intellectual 
property rights law implemented by the US with the FTA serves as 
a clear example of the contradiction between one of the legislative 
acts under the FTA and Plan Colombia. On one side, the US pro-
motes rural development and alternative economies to coca crops 
through Plan Colombia, yet it then does the contrary through its 
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actions with the FTA. Indigenous and Afro-Colombian peasants 
were particularly concerned with the passing of the FTA as it 
would impact the relative autonomy from which they benefited and 
would change the way in which they relate to their crops and their 
land (US Office on Colombia, 2011). If small farmers see their har-
vest devalued by competing foreign products, they will have to turn 
to alternative ways of subsistence. Again a look to the past is telling 
of possible outcomes of such aggressive legislation. The alternative 
economic development proposed by Plan Colombia consisted in 
subsidizing mega agro-projects such as the palm oil industry 
(Mondragón, 2007, p. 24). Large land owners were encouraged to 
partner up with campesinos and offer them an alternative to coca 
production. The benefits for the US of encouraging palm oil pro-
duction in Colombia can be explained by the fact that half the pro-
duction is exported to the US and Europe (Mondragón, 2007, p. 
26). Furthermore, it has been shown that palm oil companies such 
as Urapalm have not only cultivated stolen land previously taken 
away from peasants by narco-paramilitaries, but have been an ef-
fective way for narco-traffickers to launder their drug money 
(Mondragón, 2007). Indeed, paramilitaries have forcefully removed 
peasants from their land to make way for coca cultivation 
(Quintero & Posada, 2013, p. 374), but they have also been dis-
placed by “paramilitaries paid by rich African oil palm growers, 
[who are] intent on expanding their holdings and increasing their 
production for world markets” (Escobar, 2004, p. 19). Along with 
fumigation, coca production and palm oil plantations have caused 
massive displacement of rural people in Colombia, as shown by 
Escobar (2004, p. 19): 

“It is little known that Colombia today has about three million 
internally displaced people, constituting one of the largest 
refugee crises in the world. Over 400,000 people were internally 
displaced in 2002 alone. A disproportionate percentage of the 
displaced are Afro-Colombians and indigenous people, which 
makes patently clear a little discussed aspect of imperial globality, 
namely, its racial and ethnic dimension. One aspect of this is of 
course that, as in the case of the Pacific, ethnic minorities often 
inhabit territories rich in natural resources that are now coveted 
by national and transnational capital”. 

In light of the history of previous measures of economic liber-
alization and the regrettable realities that vulnerable populations 
have to face in the name of development, it is doubtful that the 
FTA could ever bring a viable solution for Colombian problems. It 
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is far more likely that it will only benefit the higher classes of soci-
ety and exploit those who seem to have less and less. Briefly, the 
US is benefiting economically from palm oil plantations and the 
fact that such companies are indirectly fuelling drug production 
does not seem to be understood as any sort of contradiction with 
Plan Colombia that is financing and promoting such operations. 

Militarization and the Privatization of the Conflict 

Borrowing from one of Louis Althusser’s basic theses, we can un-
derstand that when the ideological state apparatus is not sufficient 
in fully inculcating the ideas it authorizes, use of force is called 
upon to enforce hegemony (Althusser, 2006). Most of the funding 
for Plan Colombia was directed to military and police assistance. 
With its aid, the US contributed greatly in militarizing the Colom-
bian conflict. Indeed, between 1997 and 2003, the military compo-
nent of US aid to Colombia amounted to over US $2.36 billion. 
These funds were directed towards the education and training of 
the Colombian army by US forces (Pizarro & Gaitán, 2006, p. 68). 
Yet as the US is pouring money into the Colombian military it 
seems to be somewhat disregarding the fact that this army has a 
long history of collaboration with the Colombian paramilitary or-
ganizations, and by the same token, major narco-traffickers (Avilés, 
2008, p. 412). In addition, Private Military Security Companies 
(PMSCs) are embedded with the Colombian military to enforce 
laws and carry out military missions. As noted by Peacock, US $3.1 
billion were spent by the US government between 2005 and 2009 
on counter-narcotics programs in Latin America, DynCorp being 
one of the principal beneficiaries receiving more than US $1.1 bil-
lion for its operations in Latin America (Hobson, 2014, pp. 1443, 
1444). DynCorp was one of 25 PMSCs acting in the country by 
2006 (Hobson, 2014, p. 1444). The intervention in Colombia was 
framed as a testing ground from which lessons were to be learned 
regarding challenges that the US government would face elsewhere 
(US Embassy, Bogota [USEB], 2009/10/23) this particularly apply-
ing to private military contractors (Hobson, 2014, p. 1442).  

The secrecy of these companies is highly praised by the gov-
ernments that contract them, especially as the media coverage of 
their activities is fairly limited and they are not held accountable to 
the same laws that state militaries are—they can even benefit from 
total immunity (Hobson, 2014, p. 1446). The results of this immu-
nity are found in cases of various abuses of which DynCorp em-
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ployees have been accused, such as rape, recording pornographic 
material with minors, and the importation of bottles of liquid laced 
with cocaine (Hobson, 2014, p. 1446). 

The advantage of PMSCs is that they can be employed by any-
one with the resources to do so; the higher bidders always get the 
upper hand. With a large amount of capital at their disposal, the US 
state and transnational corporations have not hesitated to employ 
PMSCs to defend their properties and carry out missions which of-
ten result in harmful impacts for civilians, such as aerial fumigation 
(for a different face of Coca-Cola’s “connected capitalism,” as dis-
cussed in the Introduction to this volume, see Foster [2010] who 
highlights the company’s use of paramilitaries in Colombia). Indeed 
the collaboration between PMSCs, paramilitary groups and the US 
government in securing zones where companies like OP had inter-
ests because of their energy and mineral-rich territory has been 
shown (Ramírez Cuellar, 2005, p. 36). These heavily contested 
zones were endowed with US military bases from which US-
supported forces could act to secure a given area (Ramírez Cuellar, 
2005, p. 36). The securing of private property and accumulation of 
capital works to the detriment of populations long rooted in those 
lands. 

A major contract that DynCorp received had as an objective 
the fumigation of coca crops in Colombia (Bonds, 2013, p. 96). 
The toxic war that the paramilitaries waged against coca growers, 
where strong herbicides have been used as a weapon, has resulted 
in numerous cases of lost subsistence crops and contaminated land 
and water (Bonds, 2013). Though fumigation is indeed consistent 
with one of the objectives of Plan Colombia, it is completely con-
tradictory to others. Rural coca growers become the targets of mili-
tary strikes and see their subsistence and coca crops being 
destroyed, ones that they were often forced to harvest in the first 
place and that constituted their only source of revenue (Quintero & 
Posada, 2013, p. 375). 

DynCorp, defending its work in Colombia, boasts of carrying 
out a number of humanitarian actions in the regions in which they 
act. These include the financing of school supplies for Colombians 
around the military bases used by DynCorp. The company’s web-
site includes testimony of a DynCorp instructor stating in a com-
passionate manner that “helping children is the most marvelous 
thing in the world” (DynCorp, 2013). With “democracy” being in-
stated, legally upheld by the rule of law and militarily defended by 
PMSCs and the US-trained Colombian military, the environment in 
Colombia has of course become more welcoming for foreign in-
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vestment. This translated into the implementation of measures 
such as the signing of the Free Trade Agreement (FTA) between 
Colombia and the US, thus closing the loop between the political, 
juridical, and military dimensions of US dominance in Colombia. 

Cornered In 

In the end, the “war on drugs” is far from being an actual war on 
drugs but rather an excuse for the expansion of US-style liberal 
democracy and global capitalism, which the US aims to impose 
through both military and ideological apparatuses. Slowly and pain-
fully, the US is implanting its preferred structures in Colombia. In 
light of the Colombian situation—the country with one of the 
most skewed income distributions in the world (Escobar, 2004, p. 
19), with the FARC controlling part of the territory, and where the 
amounts of cocaine being produced are so huge they seem almost 
unimaginable—Colombia may appear as a humanitarian disaster in 
severe need of intervention. On the other hand, US presence in the 
country has proven to be ineffective in alleviating the pains for 
which it is partly responsible. Internally, examples of small rural 
communities such as the Comunidad de Paz de San José de Apar-
tadó (2006) organize and resist against national and foreign threats 
in refusing any cooperation with any party involved in the conflict. 
This example of resistance is one of many Colombian initiatives 
that have found their place in the sometimes inhospitable rural ar-
eas. Regretfully, local initiatives by local actors who are better 
placed to understand their own realties and who are conscious of 
their needs are silenced by seemingly benevolent actors who claim 
to know better what must be done (Ginsburg, 2011, p. 230). Cur-
rently (in 2014), the Colombian head of state Juán Manuel Santos is 
in the midst of peace negotiations with the FARC. In an interview 
he gave for Euronews, he asked the European Union for both po-
litical and financial support for Colombia. He further stated that 
peace would benefit not only Colombia but the whole world (Eu-
ronews, 2014/11/6). The question to be asked is how to attain this 
peace? Based on available evidence, it seems unlikely that a renewal 
of plans of imperial intervention can or will produce any viable 
peace. Is peace even the actual goal of the states in question? Since 
the world seems to be in a permanent state of warfare and aggres-
sive, imperialist apparatuses are gaining ground. Our aim then be-
comes dismantling the entanglements of the different methods that 
imperialism uses to further root itself in societies. In exploring dif-
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ferent angles, subtle and not-so-subtle manifestations of imperial-
ism, it will eventually be cornered in from all sides. 
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Chapter 4 

  
BULGARIAN MEMBERSHIP IN NATO AND THE 

PRICE OF DEMOCRACY 

Lea Marinova 

he 10th anniversary of Bulgaria’s admission as a member in 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) occurred 
in 2014. Bulgaria was one of several new NATO members 
in 2004, joined by Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Slo-

vakia and Slovenia (NATO, 2004). Also, 2014 marked 25 years 
since the fall of the Berlin Wall. In 1991, the first democratically 
chosen government was elected in Bulgaria. Bulgaria’s entrance in 
NATO is praised by government officials, and generally by a large 
part of the population. It is proclaimed as an important step for 
Bulgaria in the route towards democracy and independence. It is 
interesting to note that Bulgaria’s membership in NATO and the 
EU (joined in 2007) has not really resulted in the improvement of 
the standard of living in Bulgaria. Bulgarian accession to NATO 
resembles membership in an “elite club” (Slatinski, 2012), a prestig-
ious network of white men who have a hobby of shopping for new 
weapons. Whether the weapons are of mass destruction or more 
mundane, these weapons are intended for “the new hybrid war, 
which combines conventional methods with guerrilla, cybernetic 
and information war” (Bulgarian Ministry of Defence [MoD], 
2014a; for more on “hybrid war” as discussed in US military docu-
ments, see the Introduction to this volume). In the context of a 
country whose gross domestic income is one of the lowest in 
Europe as of 2006, around 2.6% of the budget is invested in the 
military. This percentage of military investment surpasses that of 
richer NATO members like Austria and Germany by 1.5%. (Cho-
banov, 2007). Furthermore, as reported by the EU’s risk analysis 
team, Bulgaria is not identified as being in any danger of external 
attacks (Chobanov, 2007). The biggest issue, as listed by numerous 
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sources, is organized crime within the country, viewed as an impor-
tant problem by 96% of Bulgarian respondents (Bertelsmann 
Stiftung, 2014, pp. 2, 5). Foreign threats, real or imagined, are often 
used as an attention-grabbing tactic to distract a population from 
the internal problems of a country. This was a technique that was 
well elaborated during the socialist era in Bulgaria, a time when the 
West and all that was connected to it were considered the enemy. 
Today, a similar technique is used by the US, and is known as the 
risk of a terrorist attack (Harvey, 2003, p. 12). The question re-
mains then, if there is no actual risk of foreign attack, why is all the 
funding for military equipment needed? If Bulgaria’s membership 
in NATO is not really serving the Bulgarian people by facilitating 
development, then how does Bulgaria benefit from such an asso-
ciation? This chapter focuses on NATO’s use of Bulgaria as an in-
strument of US imperialism. It is argued here that the main goal of 
the instrumentalization of Bulgaria is to augment US power and 
influence through the addition of allies, or “force multipliers” as 
explained in the Introduction to this volume. This chapter will thus 
broadly discuss the importance and nature of Bulgaria’s NATO 
membership. Furthermore, it will investigate Bulgaria’s responsibility 
as a member of NATO, as well as its participation in NATO’s mili-
tary operations. 

Historical Predisposition 

A dichotomy between pro-Russian and anti-Russian sentiments has 
“a long history” in Bulgaria (Andreev & Cekov, 2014/3/26). Ac-
cording to Bulgarian anthropologist, Ivaylo Dichev (cited in An-
dreev & Cekov, 2014/3/26), in the Bulgarian media one finds 
commentary that predominantly favours “the interests of the EU 
and NATO, while the [pro-]Russian perspective remains underrep-
resented and even demonized”. This separation thus still structures 
popular opinion and can play an important role when painting a 
picture of the domestic political situation, one that echoes with the 
rhetoric of the Cold War and provides a historical predisposition 
that opened the way for NATO membership. 

In her ethnographic study, Eleanor Smollett remarked on what 
she found was a certain “infatuation” of Bulgarians with the USA. 
Some of the youth with whom she talked said that they could not 
believe that unemployment could possibly exist in countries like 
the US, opinions which Smollett characterizes as an expression of 
ignorance, and repudiation of the socialist regime (Smollett, 1993, 
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p. 10). Such popular opinions did not appear organically from thin 
air, but rather were formed in a consistent manner. In other words, 
the pro-Russian and anti-Russian dichotomy exists because it has 
been imposed.  

For a very long time, the only alternative to socialist news 
sources was Radio Free Europe, and it was largely funded by the 
CIA and private US donors (Johnson, 2008). Today, similarly there 
are not many media outlets that are free of private foreign funding 
or other interests. Educational institutions, such as the American 
College of Sofia,1 a prestigious secondary institution founded by 
US missionaries in the 1869s, and the American University in Bul-
garia at Blagoevgrad, founded in 1991,2 were instances of US influ-
ence in education. First, American missionaries were sent to 
educate children, who later took working positions in the admini-
stration of the country. The work of the missionary schools was 
suspended in 1940. Throughout the 1990s in Bulgaria, there was 
also the appearance of numerous NGOs and think tanks that were 
largely funded by the US (Center for the Study of Democracy, 
2010, p. 14). All these sources shaped not only Bulgarian public 
opinion, but the military community is also highly inspired by 
NATO ideology and the US Army. Interestingly, the historical bi-
nary opposition of pro-Russian and anti-Russian is used in official 
documentation and political discourse, especially as an argument 
for certain political decisions, such as the project named “Vision 
2020”. 

Vision 2020 

Vision 2020 is a project that was put into place by the Bulgarian 
Ministry of Defence and NATO. Its aim is to upgrade all of Bul-
garia’s military equipment by replacing older Soviet and Russian 
equipment with US-made weapons. The upgrade of military 
equipment ties into the larger project of adding to the US’ network 
of allies, through membership in NATO. The central intention is 
to expand the budget Bulgaria spends on military equipment every 
year, until reaching 2.6% of GDP projected for 2020. The central 
argument for the increase in spending is security. In the last meet-
ing between the Bulgarian Defence Minister Velizar Shalamanov 
and the Assistant Secretary General for Defence Policy and Plan-
ning, Heinrich Brauss, it was claimed that the modernization of the 
Bulgarian army is necessary because there is a “real risk for us to be 
outwitted by our enemies” (Novinite, 2014/10/13). Brauss warned 



LEA MARIN OV A 
 

146 

that if the Bulgarian government failed to follow the realization of 
Vision 2020, there would be a penalty procedure against Bulgaria 
initiated by NATO headquarters in Brussels. In terms of who and 
what Bulgaria must defend itself against, this Vision 2020 docu-
ment frames its logic in terms of the Russian conflict in Ukraine 
and its “illegal annexation” of Crimea, classing this as a “negative  
development [that] has direct implications for Bulgaria’s security” 
(MoD, 2014a, p. 3). Here the pro-Russian, anti-Russian dichotomy 
becomes very useful even if inaccurate, or at least insufficient. In 
her 2008 report on Bulgaria and Southeast Europe, Antoinette 
Primatorova3 discussed the central issues surrounding the devel-
opment of Bulgaria in a “globalizing world”. She identified climate 
change, energy issues, internal corruption and organized crime as 
the central issues in the country. Primatorova argued that the Bul-
garian political context, after the collapse of the Berlin Wall, was 
simply not ready for participation in any exterior, international de-
cision making, adding: 

“The political agenda in Bulgaria has been defined in recent 
years mostly so as to comply with demands from or blueprints 
delivered by international organizations and bodies—be it the 
Council of Europe, the European Union, NATO, the 
International Monetary Fund, the World Bank”. (Primatorova, 
2008, p. 5) 

Given that Russia still controls the energy supply, this refrains Bul-
garia from participating in the creation of a common European 
policy for energy. Otherwise, since the collapse of the Soviet bloc, 
the driving forces behind reforms in Bulgaria have been NATO, 
the EU and the Council of Europe, and they have shaped to a great 
extent the political and economic decisions for the last 14 years or 
so (Primatorova, 2008, p. 8). 

It is important to note that the EU and NATO have been cen-
tral in shaping the Bulgarian socio-political context since the col-
lapse of the Soviet-backed government. However there has not 
been enough critical questioning of the work of these organiza-
tions, simply because they are globally influential and thus taken-
for-granted. Through the freedom and democracy discourse pro-
moted by NATO and the soft power of the EU, those institutions 
appear as if they are arriving in Bulgaria for nothing else but to save 
the day. But such an outlook is rather naïve. Through the insertion 
of a set of values, the remaking of every possible system within a 
society, be it journalism, the army, or the official erection of private 
interests over public ones, these structures slowly create an ally in 
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the likeness of NATO and the EU. NATO is interested in the up-
grading of the Bulgarian army, not out of an altruistic impulse, but 
because it would be greatly beneficial if Bulgaria could participate 
in NATO’s “peace missions” and thus effectively perform as an 
ally—or, as a “force multiplier,” as conceived by the US military 
strategists discussed in the Introduction to this volume (see Figures 
4.1 and 4.2). The geopolitical position of Bulgaria permits easier 
entry to three important geographical regions: the Middle East, 
Russia, and Europe. Bulgaria forms part of south-eastern Europe 
and is situated next to the Black Sea, where the Middle East, Rus-
sia, and the rest of Europe connect. As Dr. Slatinski emphasizes in 
his analysis of Bulgarian membership in NATO, the accession of 
Bulgaria to the Alliance is not so much a sign of Bulgaria’s devel-
opment after the fall of the Berlin Wall, but rather “the result of an 
already determined geopolitical tendency” (translated from Slatin-
ski, 2012). Today, Bulgaria plays a subordinate role in NATO. In 
2013, NATO Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen com-
mented on Bulgaria’s role, saying the country was to be “praised 
for its [sic] contributions to the Alliance and its commitment to 
transatlantic security” (NATO, 2013). The number one threat to 
the NATO alliance’s security is identified as global terrorism 
(NATO, 2014a). Since 9/11, NATO has officially declared itself in 
support to the US in the “global war against terrorism,” thus en-
forcing the US’ right to increase security, to impose the US military 
presence in facilities in allied countries, and to demand foreign as-
sistance in its campaigns. One of these forms of assistance is 
NATO’s “peacekeeping missions”. As a member of NATO, Bul-
garia is left with no choice but to follow the steps of US imperial-
ism. 
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Figure 4.1: NATO Training Bulgaria for “Interoperability” 

This photo from May 15, 2014, shows members of Bulgarian Special Operation 
Forces conducting combat marksmanship training in preparation for “Exercise 
Combined Resolve II” at Grafenwoehr Training Area, Germany. It also provides a 
graphic sample of the meaning of the “force multiplier” concept. “Combined Re-
solve II” is a US Army Europe-directed multinational exercise, including more 
than 4,000 participants from 15 allied and partner countries including special op-
erations forces from the US, Bulgaria, and Croatia, that involves “interoperability 
training” to promote “security and stability among NATO and European partner 
nations”. (US Army photo by Visual Information Specialist Gertrud Zach) 

Afghanistan, Iraq, Kosovo, Somalia, Yemen and the 
War on Terrorism 

Bulgaria is actively participating in several of NATO’s “peace-
support” missions. As presented in the objectives set out by Bul-
garia’s Ministry of Defence, Bulgarian participation in these mis-
sions is essential for the enhancement of the country’s 
“international prestige” (MoD, 2014b). In Afghanistan, the Bulgar-
ian mission has reached its third stage already, that is, the participa-
tion of Bulgaria in training the Afghan Army. In Kosovo, attached 
to the Dutch contingent, the Bulgarians participated mostly in the 
building of facilities for the local population. The mission in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina had a similar mandate. Currently, Operation Ac-
tive Endeavour consists in detecting and protecting against terror-
ism in the Mediterranean. Also, Bulgaria is part of NATO Training 
Mission-Iraq (NTM-I), as of 2014, which aims at the “relief and 
reconstruction of Iraq” (MoD, 2014b). 
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What is common to all of these missions? They all follow a 
similar model of intervention. NATO justifies such intervention as 
a means of countering terrorism, or potential terrorism. NATO 
thus claims to be bringing peace by facilitating the eradication of 
terrorism (NATO, 2014b). Such missions are part of the larger 
spectrum of crisis-management operations, in which the US and 
NATO collaborate, “from combat and peacekeeping, to training 
and logistics support, to surveillance and humanitarian relief” 
(NATO, 2014c). Peace-support is a euphemism for combat.  

The “counter-terror” cover can also serve as a useful pretext 
for placing US forces in proximity to Russia. This justificatory logic 
is echoed in the report, “International Involvement in the Western 
Balkans,” where Georgi Kamov deduces that, “probably the only 
real motive for more than symbolic US presence in the Western 
Balkans is the anti-terror campaign and the possibility of intensified 
terrorist activity in the near future” (Kamov, 2005, p. 10). The ac-
tual danger of such terrorist attacks and the meaning of them are 
details omitted in this report, as is the case in all others. Plamen 
Pantev discusses in his article “Bulgaria in NATO and the EU: Im-
plications for the Regional Foreign and Security Policy of the 
Country,” how Bulgarian policy is manipulated in order to fit in the 
larger paradigm of the war on terrorism: 

“The wisdom of the last 16 years of the country’s foreign and 
security policy that contributed to the appearance and effective 
performance of a network of partnerships in a difficult period of 
wars and high tensions requires refreshing. This already happens 
with the clear Bulgarian commitments to focus on ‘completing 
the job’ in the Western Balkans and taking simultaneously 
responsibilities in dealing with the geopolitical obligations as a 
NATO and soon EU country in the Black Sea area and in the 
fight on terrorism and stabilising war-torn societies in the 
broader Middle East. The purpose of ‘Europeanising’ the Balkans with 
the instrumental involvement of EU and NATO and preserving positive 
US interest will constitute the contents of Bulgaria’s foreign and 
security policy in a region, considered a high security priority for 
the country”. (emphases added, Pantev, 2005, p. 5) 

This statement openly accepts that such organizations as NATO 
and the EU are instruments operating to transform societies and 
inject US interests. From this perspective, it is clearer what is meant 
by an enemy. All of those who are perceived as enemies of the US, 
are also enemies of the members of their “elite clubs”. For the past 
decade or so, the enemy has been “terrorism”. Perhaps a brief re-
view of the history of the Bulgarian relationship with this perceived 
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phenomenon might shed some light on what exactly is meant by 
the controversial term “terrorist”. 

Terrorism and Bulgaria 

In July of 2012 a bus exploded close to the airport of Burgas, a city 
on the shore of the Black Sea. The bus was filled with Israeli tour-
ists according to a BBC report (BBC, 2013/2/5). The article re-
porting the event cites numerous times different official sources 
such as the Israeli Prime Minister, the Bulgarian Prime Minister and 
Interior Minister, the Canadian Prime Minister, the Lebanese Prime 
Minister, the director of Europol, and the US Deputy National Se-
curity Advisor for Homeland Security and Counterterrorism who 
was also Assistant to the US President. Soon after the explosion, it 
was claimed that the attack was a terrorist act committed by the 
Lebanese Hezbollah. The argument was that there are “obvious 
links” leading investigators to Hezbollah (even implicating Iran), 
links which were then framed as merely part of a “reasonable as-
sumption”. The individuals identified as the attackers, held Austra-
lian and Canadian passports, which raises questions about the so-
called “obvious link to Lebanon”—especially since their reportedly 
Lebanese driver licenses were revealed to be fakes (Barnett, 
2013/2/5). It was claimed that the link to Hezbollah had been es-
tablished because of certain data showing a financial connection to 
Lebanon and therefore to Hezbollah. The nature of that data how-
ever is not explained. US President Barack Obama did not wait 
long to qualify the act as being a “barbaric terrorist attack” (CNN, 
2012/7/18). As soon as it was known that there was a Canadian 
passport holder involved in the explosion, the Canadian foreign 
minister declared that beyond a shadow of a doubt Hezbollah was 
responsible for the attack and that it needs to be internationally 
listed as a terrorist group (Barnett, 2013/2/5). The reactions of all 
these actors have something in common: the advancement and 
preservation of their own geopolitical interests. The event in Bur-
gas was used to reassert the word “terrorism,” at a time when the 
EU was refusing to class Hezbollah as a “terrorist” group. Refer-
ences to Iran, Lebanon, Hezbollah, terrorism, and “heinous attack” 
were cast about in the media space as key words in place of sub-
stantive evidence and critical questioning. Still, even after the offi-
cial report was released by Bulgarian investigators, there is no more 
information surrounding the sources of their information, the na-
ture of the data acquired, or even details about the investigation it-
self—but there is ample evidence of Israeli, US, and Canadian 
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authorities capitalizing on the event to pressure the EU to desig-
nate Hezbollah a terrorist group. 

Another aspect of Bulgarian history which contributes to its 
present relationship with the issue of “Islamic terrorism” is its rela-
tionship with Turkey and its Muslim majority. Five hundred years 
of Ottoman rule (or “the Turkish yoke” as commonly heard in 
Bulgaria), which ended with the Russian-Ottoman war, have in-
tensely marked the Bulgarian consciousness. Around 10% of the 
total population are Turks living mostly in the rural areas of south-
eastern and north-eastern Bulgaria. In addition to Bulgarian televi-
sion news at 8:00 pm every evening, there is a broadcast of the 
news in Turkish at 5:00 pm. Also, a large number of imported TV 
series are from Turkey. The rest is inspired or directly comes from 
the US. Recently, a heated public debate surrounded the appear-
ance of a Turkish language bill, obliging Turkish students to study 
Turkish in schools as a second language (World Bulletin, 2014). 
One of the influential parties in the Bulgarian parliament, The 
Movement for Rights and Freedoms (Dvijenie za Prava i Svobodi, 
DPS) is an ethnic party that aims to defend the interests of the mi-
nority Turk population. This party appeared in 1990, a year after 
the fall of the Soviet-backed government. In the 1980s, the Bulgar-
ian Communist Party initiated the so-called “national revival proc-
ess” (Vasileva, 1992; Tavanier, 2010). That process consisted of 
forced deportations to Turkey, and the negation of Muslim and 
Turkish cultural identification such as changing Turkish names into 
Bulgarian ones. During this time there was also the creation of 
ghettos for the Roma people who were constantly ostracized by the 
rest of the population. After the end of the regime, the Turkish 
language was banned from schools. 

The Turkish and Roma Bulgarians have been used to produce 
an image of the other. Scapegoating the other reinforces the totaliz-
ing and very negative image of the “Arab” or the “Muslim”. In re-
cent reports, some Syrian migrants have claimed to be victims of 
abuse by border police in Bulgaria (McCall, 2014/9/26). There are 
numerous examples of how xenophobia and racism are constantly 
being inflamed within the population in the public sphere. Casual 
racism towards Roma, Turkish or simply those known as Arab 
and/or Muslim populations has even become even the goal of cer-
tain political parties, such as Ataka. 

Ethnic tensions in the country have also been discussed in the 
broader context of Bulgaria’s membership in NATO and the de-
mocratization process, in which quelling ethnic divisions is seen as 
an instrumental task to strengthen counter-terrorism: 
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“Stabilizing and democratising the area, overcoming the ethnic 
animosities and belated economic and infrastructure 
modernization of the broader Balkan region, strengthening the 
state institutions in all countries of the region are key [antidotes] 
in the fight with terrorism”. (Pantev, 2005, p. 17) 

However, in adapting national politics to the US-led “war against 
terrorism,” when in the Bulgarian context it is precisely the idea of 
terrorism that is matched with the profile of a population that has 
been criminalized and marginalized on principally ethnic grounds, 
we face an aggravation and escalation of such tensions. How is the 
fight against terrorism helping to overcome ethnic animosities? 

The Price of Democracy 

The counter-terrorist agenda of the US curiously fits into the con-
text of ethnic tensions in Bulgaria. In a country which is the poor-
est of the EU, the desire to join a global force such as NATO is 
immense. On the one hand, it provides status as a democratic 
country and masks the worms of the recent past and present, that 
is, the deeply embedded socio-economic problems. On the other 
hand, Bulgaria becomes an ally in the “war on terror”. Bulgaria is in 
a unique position, with Greece, as a European country having a 
border with Turkey, and thus providing an entrance to the rest of 
the Middle East. In 2014 Turkey politely declined participation in 
the US-led attack on ISIS in Iraq. Bulgaria is a country which can-
not refuse such demands. It has to remain an ally of NATO, lead-
ers think, for the sake of its own survival. Pantev argues that 
Bulgarian membership in NATO, and consequently its participa-
tion in NATO’s military campaigns, are essential for the democra-
tization of the country: 

“if we are serious in our intentions and declarations of joining 
NATO and the EU, we need to prove we can be ourselves 
vehicles of transition, reform, progress, development and 
integration. That is why Bulgaria is not, and no country from the region 
should be, afraid of ‘getting infected’ by a temporary ‘culture of dependency’. 
While dealing with the issues of change, using the external 
support of the EU, NATO and the USA the ‘know-how’ of 
being modern and up-to-date in social, economic and political 
performance can be internalised and turned into a building-block 
and basic motivation of new Bulgaria, member of NATO and 
the EU [sic]”. (emphases added, Pantev, 2005, p. 24) 
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The discourse of democracy, freedom and equality that NATO 
uses to justify its military interventions is in striking contrast with 
actual actions. Nonetheless, imperialism needs the support of as 
many “allies” as possible, in order to perpetuate its existence. In 
return, protection and prestige are offered, and sought by some. 

 
Figure 4.2: The US Inspects Bulgaria’s “Modernization” 

The original caption for this photograph was: “Secretary of Defense William 
Cohen (right), accompanied by Bulgarian Minister of Defense Georgi Ananiev 
(left), inspects the joint service Bulgarian honour guard assembled at the airport in 
Sofia for his arrival welcoming ceremony, July 12, 1997. Cohen visited the former 
Soviet satellite nation to see for himself the governmental reforms and planned 
programs of modernization which have elevated Bulgaria to the forefront among 
those countries seeking NATO membership”. (Photo: US Department of De-
fense, via Wikimedia Commons) 

Conclusion 

In 2009, former Prime Minister Sergei Stanishev stated in the Har-
vard International Review, 

“After years of social and political transformation, Bulgaria has 
uniquely positioned itself among the countries of the Balkans 
and the Black Sea region. Not only does it currently enjoy 
unprecedented economic growth and the full trust of foreign 
investors, but its accession to the European Union and its 
NATO membership have made it an even more critical strategic 
player in regional and international relations”. (Stanishev, 2009) 
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Besides the fact that this statement is false in its asserted facts, it 
also rests on the fallacy that participation in international relations 
is positive for the internal development of Bulgaria. As the poorest 
country of the EU, not only has Bulgaria not improved its eco-
nomic standing but it is also headed towards greater expense which 
is far from necessary. As stated earlier, 2.6% of the GDP invested 
in the military is a budgetary decision that not even countries like 
Austria and Germany have taken, even though their economic 
growth is significantly greater than Bulgaria’s. It is important for 
Bulgarians to be critical of any significant socio-political changes in 
Bulgaria at any moment, no matter if they are introduced by influ-
ential organizations such as NATO and the EU, and to examine 
how any policy (or change in policy) may influence the internal 
politics of the country. Bulgaria needs to take an independent posi-
tion, oriented towards its own well-being, in order to become 
something different than its already established status as a vassal of 
empire. 

Notes 

1 For more details presented by the American College, see: 
http://www.acs.bg/Home/About_ACS/History.aspx 

2 For a minimal presentation of the chronology behind the establish-
ment of the American University in Bulgaria, see: 
http://www.aubg.edu/quick-facts 

3 Antoinette Primatorova was a Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs 
and later the Bulgarian ambassador to the European Communities: 
http://www.cls-sofia.org/en/our-staff/antoinette-primatarova-
32.html 

4 Ataka is renown in the public sphere as an extreme-nationalist party, 
which early gained greater visibility by using the motto, “Bulgaria for 
the Bulgarians”. For a statement of the principles of this party, see: 
http://www.ataka.bg/en/index.php?option=com_content&task=vie
w&id=14&Itemid=27 
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Chapter 5 

  
FORCED MIGRATIONS: 

AN ECHO OF THE STRUCTURAL VIOLENCE OF 

THE NEW IMPERIALISM 

Chloë Blaszkewycz 

he past three decades have been characterized by a “new” 
form of domination in the world. It is a form of political, 
economic and social domination, one that might be more 
subtle but equally or more destructive than colonialism. The 

new imperialism led by the US superpower is often conceptualized 
as a non-territorial empire. The US new imperialism understood as 
a global hegemonic power (Harvey, 2003) can rule from its own 
country without necessarily having a physical presence in the 
dominated territory, especially through various “force multipliers” 
(see the Introduction to this volume). Much of the scholarship on 
the new imperialism does indeed stress its non-territorial character, 
as one distinguishing it from the old colonial imperialism. On the 
other hand, the historical movement of US borders, through ex-
pansion (see Figure 5.1), calls into question this non-territoriality. 
Nevertheless, the phenomenon is still more complex. The spatial 
substitutes for the territorial, especially around borders. Trouillot 
thus spoke of borders, “of the space between centralized govern-
ments with national territorial claims, where encounters between 
individuals and state power are most visible” (2001, p. 125), while 
Scott (1998) pointed to the ways in which a state enforces its power 
through the placement of people and control over their movement. 
Here I am concerned with the “spatialization effect” of an imperial 
state, with the production of boundaries and jurisdiction (Trouilot, 
2001, p. 126). At present, with campaigning US politicians calling 
for the building of a wall along the US border with Mexico, or 
Hungary frantically trying to complete a fence to keep out refugees, 

T
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we should be reminded of the extent to which “the protection of 
borders becomes an easy political fiction with which to enlist sup-
port from a confused citizenry” (Trouillot, 2001, p. 133). 

Even though the new imperialism guided by the US demon-
strates its capacity to rule from a distance, this protagonist also has 
a military presence in 156 countries, with more than 700 military 
installations (including full bases) in at least 63 countries (Dufour, 
2007/7/1). The new imperialism has pushed through neoliberalism 
virtually worldwide, resulting in different degrees of social and eco-
nomic violence. Integrated into neoliberal thinking is a tendency to 
cast the West as superior, breathing new life into ideas of white ra-
cial superiority that have entailed more violence directed against 
non-Westerners. Stemming from this, we see the extensive, histori-
cal militarization of the US border with Mexico and thus the rest of 
the Latin American land mass (see Figures 5.2, 5.3, and 5.4). 

This chapter intends to demonstrate the different forms of 
structural violence caused by the new imperialism, with special at-
tention paid to the forced migratory movement that exists in the 
contemporary world. In doing so, I rely on Harsha Walia’s concept 
of “border imperialism” as a starting point. In Undoing Border Impe-
rialism, Walia (2013) argues that Western imperialism is dispossess-
ing communities in order to secure land and resources for state and 
capitalist interests in maximizing profits. Dispossessed persons of-
ten attempt to migrate to the same centres of power responsible 
for their dispossession. However, those people are often stopped at 
strongly protected borders. This movement is explained by differ-
ent scholars as the “pull and push” phenomenon. Makaremi (2008) 
points out that those migratory movements are subject to political 
management built on a framework of exclusion, a framework that 
follows the outline of the division of the world between the global 
North and South, and is a system of political management that re-
affirms the state’s control over the movement of persons. In this 
chapter I will illustrate how, to borrow the words of David Bacon 
(2008, p. 2), “U.S. policies have both produced migration and 
criminalized migrants”. 
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Figure 5.1: A Mobile US Border 

General Winfield Scott is shown during the Mexican War, entering the Mexican 
capital. The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo of 1848 fixed the Mexican-American 
border at the Rio Grande and recognized the US annexation of Texas. The treaty 
also extended the boundaries of the US to the Pacific. This scene was painted by 
Filippo Constaggini in 1885, and is part of an official Architect of the Capitol pho-
tograph. 
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Figure 5.2: A History of Militarizing the US-Mexican Border, 1916 

This photograph from 1916 shows the First Separate Battalion Infantry, camped 
on the Mexican border at Naco, Arizona. (Photo from the Library of Congress) 
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Figure 5.3: Militarizing the US-Mexican Border, 2015 

US Border Patrol agents escort four undocumented immigrants captured near the 
US-Mexico border on April 23, 2015. A Mississippi Army National Guard LUH-
72 Lakota helicopter helped locate the men beneath a tree along a mountainside 
near Nogales, Arizona. Six soldiers with the 1st Battalion, 185th Aviation Regiment 
of Tupelo, Mississippi, are assigned to Task Force Raven, which works with mul-
tiple federal agencies in patrolling the border. (Photo: Staff Sgt. Scott Tynes, Mis-
sissippi Army National Guard) 

 

Figure 5.4: An Imperial Border 
Shown here 
is a portion 
of the fence 
between the 
US and Mex-
ico along the 
Pacific 
Ocean just 
south of San 
Diego—it 
was taken at 
what is in 
fact named 
“Imperial 
Beach” at 
“Border 

Field State Park”. (Photo via Wikimedia Commons by Tony Webster) 
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Why Force Matters 

“The essence of empire,” Matthew Connelly (2006) maintains, “is 
not military force, but the exercise of untrammeled power” (p. 32). 
Michael Ignatieff, one of the leading ideological proponents of US 
dominance, also relegates military power to a lesser status when he 
wrote, “the 21st century imperium is a new invention in the annals 
of political science, an empire lite, a global hegemony whose grace 
notes are free markets, human rights and democracy, enforced by 
the most awesome military power the world has ever known” (Ig-
natieff, 2003/1/5). Despite grace notes and abstract power, one 
cannot deny the rise of the US’ “new empire,” especially after the 
Cold War, as anything but an aggressive expansion of its presence 
in world affairs, achieving the position of an unrivalled military su-
perpower. This force is a crucial element of the power from which 
the US benefits. As Gonzalez et al. (2004) argue, “in the geopoliti-
cal sphere, the most powerful of nations and unparalleled promoter 
of neoliberalism—the U.S.—constructed the most dominant and 
war-ready military machinery in history, all under the guidance of 
the highly centralized state” (p. xi). The US is using and pushing 
forward its military power to dominate, because it cannot rely pri-
marily on its economic power due to its phenomenal level of in-
debtedness, the decline of domestic manufacturing, and persistent 
trade deficits, among other factors. 
 The US is one of the key actors causing as well as controlling 
the migratory phenomenon that results, amongst other things, 
from accumulation by dispossession. In addition,  Gordon and 
Webber (2008, p. 65) argue that, “the creation of new spaces of ac-
cumulation is not an innocuous process; it inevitably involves the 
forceful and violent reorganization of peoples’ lives as they are 
subordinated to the whims of capital”. Those economic determi-
nants and their repercussions are extremely important in under-
standing migratory movement. 

Freedom of Capital versus Border Control 

One can examine the contradiction between freedom of capital and 
the “unfreedom” of migrants. On the one hand, neoliberal states 
are seeking to create free trade agreements to push forward the 
opening of markets and privatization. On the other hand, talk of 
freedom and openness does not generally apply to people, apart 
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from the movement of executives and a select few technical spe-
cialists. After September 11, 2001, Canada and the US created the 
“smart border” accord in order to reaffirm that even if they would 
be increasing control of immigration, it would not affect the free 
flow of capital, goods and services across borders (Walia, 2013). 
States regulate immigration as much as they can but let some peo-
ple cross their borders with legal or illegal status to satisfy particular 
interests. The example of seasonal workers with no permanent 
residency demonstrates a dynamic of differential inclusion and ex-
clusion. Harvey (2003) explains the inside-outside dialectic of capi-
talism, arguing that capitalism necessarily and always needs 
something outside of itself, thus using a pre-existing “outside” or 
creating its own “other”. Sharma (2005) argues that the neoliberal 
doctrine celebrates the mobility of capital and some bodies, while 
the bodies of others, in this case migrants, face ever growing re-
strictions and criminalization. 

States, Neoliberalism, and Corporate Movement 

Nowadays, the state and the neoliberal doctrine go hand in hand. 
The Canadian and US states are increasingly facilitating the institu-
tionalization of neoliberal doctrine while reducing social programs 
as much as possible (Walia, 2013). There are too many examples to 
count that show that both states facilitate the movement and en-
trance of private corporations into others countries, and their own. 
Therefore, the Canadian state is legally backing private Canadian 
companies such as mining corporations, especially in Latin America 
but also elsewhere. To illustrate this argument, Kerr (2012/3/30) 
affirms that, “over 75% of the world’s exploration and mining 
companies are headquartered in the country [Canada, and] in 2008, 
these 1293 companies had an interest in 7809 properties in over 
100 countries around the world”. 

Security, Borders and Migration 

Numerous scholars have discussed “globalization” in terms of an 
increasing flow of goods, capital, services and people (Piché, 2005; 
Bellier, 2009). However, those movements are not arbitrary but 
coordinated by the US among others. As mentioned above, the 
dispossession bred by the system is forcing people to migrate and 
simultaneously there is a strong regulation of the influx of mi-
grants. It is an important issue for many countries especially the US 
as the fortification of borders seems to increase (Piché, 2005; 
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Walia, 2013), with the wall between the US and Mexico and the in-
volvement of the US in the construction of the wall between Israel 
and Palestine being clear examples (see Figure 5.5). On November 
9, 2014, the 25th anniversary of the fall of Berlin wall was cele-
brated; nonetheless, the world has never been as filled with the 
construction of walls dividing countries and so many restrictions 
on migrations. Sharma (2005) uses the powerful concept of global 
apartheid to describe the world’s response towards migration. One 
can see a contradiction in official narratives about the West being 
open to migration. The US government and NGOs use a humani-
tarian discourse when speaking of untenable situations in other 
countries, using moral arguments to legitimize their intervention in 
those countries (Fassin, 2010). Yet this is part of what we might 
call a double discourse on the part of the US, which is supposedly 
very conscious about the lives of Others elsewhere, but not letting 
them in as immigrants into the US when such an option is needed. 
The US-led invasions and military occupations of Afghanistan and 
Iraq have created some of the world largest refugees communities 
(UN High Commission for Refugees [UNHCR], 2011). Afghani-
stan, occupied by the US, was the top most producer of refugees in 
the world up to 2013, even 12 years after the start of the occupa-
tion, while Somalia, where the US indirectly intervenes (sometimes 
directly), being the third largest producer of refugees (UNHCR, 
2013). Today, what some call a human tidal wave of refugees from 
Iraq, Afghanistan, and Syria, is overwhelming border control points 
from Greece to Macedonia, Serbia, and Hungary, as tens of thou-
sands make their way through the Balkans (see Smale, 2015/8/24). 
Nevertheless, the chief protagonist in producing the conditions for 
those mass displacements, the US, only accepted 328 Afghan peo-
ple in 2009 (Walia, 2013, p. 42). In fact, it has been left up to de-
veloping countries to shoulder most of the burden, hosting 86% of 
the world’s refugees, up from 70% a little over a decade ago 
(UNHCR, 2013). The mobility and the “illegal situation” of mi-
grants is hard to capture in statistics but it still becomes apparent 
that the majority of refugees are not in those countries that pro-
mote the discourse of humanitarian aid and “helping others,” but 
are to be found rather in countries such as Pakistan, the Islamic 
Republic of Iran and Lebanon (UNHCR, 2013). Though the 
UNHCR presents the statistics that provide the pattern outlined 
here, the organization itself fails to ever really explain the causes of 
such displacements. 
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Figure 5.5: The US Army: Walling Off Mexico 

US Army Specialist Michael J. Westall uses a motorized boom lift to get into posi-
tion to weld the reinforcement of the primary steel border fence along the US-
Mexico border, on June 7, 2007. Westall is attached to the 188th Engineer Com-
pany, North Dakota Army National Guard and assigned to Task Force Diamond-
back. Task Force Diamondback’s mission is to erect and reinforce segments of the 
border fence and the construction of obstacles to along the US-Mexico border. 
(Photo: Senior Master Sgt. David H. Lipp, US Air Force) 

Migrant Detention in the US  

As David Harvey put it, “military activity abroad requires military-
like discipline at home” (2003, p. 193). The Department of Home-
land Security detains 400,000 immigrants in over 250 facilities 
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across the US at an annual cost of more than $1.7 billion (Deten-
tion Watch Network [DWN], 2012). The world of detention sys-
tems is also a lucrative one, with increased privatization and the 
formation of a detention industry. Companies such as the Correc-
tions Corporation of America [CCA] boast of having a capacity of 
85,000 (CCA, 2013). The CCA represents another example of the 
“public-private partnership” scheme, heralded as a force multiplier 
(see the Introduction to the volume, and chapter 2). 

September 11, 2001, was a crucial moment to reorganize, reaf-
firm and articulate a way to deal with what some politicians in the 
US have been calling one of the biggest national threats: illegal im-
migrants. In 2003, the immigration-control apparatus was reorgan-
ized, with what existed being replaced by three new agencies, under 
the Department of Homeland Security: US Immigration and Cus-
toms Enforcement, US Citizenship and Immigration Services, and 
Customs and Border Protection (Gavett, 2011/10/18). With this 
reorganization, “the line between criminal and civil enforcement of 
immigration issues becomes blurred” (Gavett, 2011/10/18). The 
landscape of immigration law has changed dramatically as the tradi-
tional boundaries between the criminal and immigration spheres 
have eroded (Frey & Zhao, 2011, p. 281). Others have also noted 
that since the late 1980s one can observe an increasing convergence 
between the criminal justice and immigration control systems 
(Kanstroom, 2004, p. 640). With the frequent cooperation from 
mass media and private groups, the anti-immigrant rhetoric has 
strengthened the pejorative construction of immigrants “illegals” 
and therefore “criminals”. This group is thus perceived as a na-
tional threat (Frey & Zhao, 2011). The attempt to create deviants 
can be seen as a way to legitimize the exercise of US domination 
over migrants. This control relies upon “‘geostrategic discourses’ of 
external threat and internal safety” (Martin, 2011, p. 477). In addi-
tion, the reality facing migrants is of much more severe treatment 
by US border control agencies. Frey and Zhao (2011, p. 281) indi-
cated that the US Congress, “increased the number of immigration-
related criminal offenses as well as the severity of punishment, ex-
panded the number of criminal offenses that require deportation, 
and delegated more immigration enforcement to state and local law 
enforcement officers”. All non-citizens in the US are “subject to a 
complex, ever-changing, relatively insular, flexible, and highly dis-
cretionary legal regime called immigration law” (Kanstroom, 2004, 
p. 641). Detention centres are not an isolated practice but are part 
of a complex system of trying to efficiently block entry to un-
documented migrants. Other strategies include sending trained 
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agents from the US and Canada abroad for interdiction purposed, 
stopping migrants even before they succeed in entering in those 
countries (Davidson, 2003, p.5). Makaremi (2008) argues that in 
Western countries, border control and the construction of deten-
tion centres and refugee camps are a testimony of the new distribu-
tion of power regulated by access to mobility. 

Labor, Migration and New Imperialism 

States control movements across borders by documented and un-
documented migrants, in order to protect or advance certain inter-
ests. Among these interests are the will to secure a work force that 
can accept very precarious conditions that few Americans would 
accept, such as very low income without any social security. Walia 
(2013) argues that the state which admits migrants, in those condi-
tions, therefore, “legalizes the trade in their bodies and labor by 
domestic capital” (p. 70). Furthermore, the precarious position of 
migrants can diminish their motivation to protest against employers 
since they do not have the necessary legal status or protections. In 
addition, their vulnerability can open them to different forms of 
abuse. Walia (2013) proposes that “the state denial of legal citizen-
ship to these migrants ensures legal control over the disposability 
of the laborers, which in turn embeds the exploitability of their la-
bor” (p. 70). In her analysis, migrants and seasonal workers are 
“the flip side of transnational capitalism” (Walia, 2013, p. 70). Re-
fusal to grant legal status is also a way to maintain migrants in a po-
sition where they can be perpetually displaceable and therefore 
maintained in a “wandering” situation (Walia, 2013; Makaremi, 
2008). 

The imposition of structural adjustment policies, such as the 
reduction in employment in the public sector and the privatization 
of lands, has severely affected the lives of many around the world. 
Such policies, added to attacks on trade unions and labour legisla-
tion, are seen as having, “led to the massive conversion of workers 
into unemployed, underemployed, and low-paid self-employed 
street vendors and itinerant laborers” in the Latin American case 
(Petras, 2003, pp. 14–15). These radical changes, such as land pri-
vatization, mostly affect peasants and/or indigenous communities 
that already have a precarious situation and a hard time receiving 
recognition from States. Petras adds that many communities living 
in urban or rural areas affected by this system have been forced to 
move. They therefore become a significant part of a larger pattern 
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of “large-scale out-migration to urban slums” and “emigration 
overseas” (Petras, 2003, p. 18). On the same note, the impact of 
the North America Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) signed in 
1994 by the US, Canada and Mexico, is also devastating peasant 
and indigenous communities in Mexico.  Petras claims that, “over 
two million peasant families—mostly small farmers and Indians 
have been forced off the land since NAFTA was implemented” 
(2003, p. 17). This is largely due to the falling price of corn, which 
renders it unprofitable to produce in Mexico. Fanjul and Fraser 
(2003, p. 2) show that “prices for Mexican corn have fallen more 
than 70 per cent since 1994,” while US corn exports to Mexico 
have expanded by a factor of three. Furthermore, the corn con-
sumed in Mexico which is imported from the US, comes from 
farms mostly cultivated by Mexican migrants, who have been 
forced off their own fields by land privatization. Structural reforms 
thus lead them to their competitors, which are massive, industrial-
ized and foreign. This situation captures the irony and the violence 
of the neoliberal imperialist system. These new economic dynamics 
which are drawn from neoliberal policies strengthen the new impe-
rialist superpower. 

Mexico’s case is not isolated, but is part of a broad range of 
countries, communities and people worldwide that are at the re-
ceiving end of neoliberal violence. A similar example to that of 
Mexico’s happened during the implementation of neoliberal re-
forms in Colombia, ushered in with the US-Colombia Trade Pro-
motion Agreement (CTPA) in 2006 (for more, see chapter 3 in this 
volume). The structural reforms forced peasants to cease growing 
their original crops and instead opt for the cultivation of coca. The 
reforms, plus the war against drugs, created massive internal dis-
placement in Colombia and promoted flight abroad. Avilés (2008, 
p. 417) explained the situation in a very concise way:   

“The decline in the international price of coffee, intensifying 
agricultural competition from global producers, and the 
privatisation of state-owned enterprises have contributed to rural 
landlessness and economic inequality. It also contributed to 
thousands of Colombians committing themselves to growing 
and selling more profitable crops—coca and opium poppies—in 
the decade following the beginning of Colombia’s embrace of 
neoliberalism (the 1990s)”. 
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Racism and the New Imperialism 

Border imperialism and the new imperialism share roots in ideolo-
gies of racism. The reliance on either contracted or undocumented 
migrant workers has produced a large rural labour force for the US. 
Exploitation by the US needs to rest on some kind of discourse or 
ideology to legitimize this practice; this is when racial propaganda 
begins to matter. Through arguments and processes that construct 
migrant workers as inferior, or as deviants, and not privy to “natu-
ralization,” the state and the media advance an essentially racialized 
rhetoric in the hope that citizens will internalize patterns of superi-
ority and acquiesce to the exploitation of others (Walia, 2013, p. 
62). The concept of imperialism as a syndrome (see the Introduc-
tion) is reflected in the narratives of the state and the media. It is 
therefore relevant because one can see that the values, ways of liv-
ing, social hierarchies, ways of producing, consuming and much 
more are conveyed through those narratives. They are then inter-
nalized and replicated into everyday social relations without ques-
tioning the patterns of the oppressive system. 

This is a crucial moment where the global structure and ide-
ologies of border imperialism enter a more intimate place, that is, 
the domain of interpersonal relationships. Certain practices to-
wards migrant people in this case are starting to be accepted and 
normalized. Moreover, Walia (2013, p. 40) also notes that, “simul-
taneously, the reinforcement of physical and psychological borders 
against racialized bodies is a key element through which to main-
tain the sanctity and myth of superiority of Western civilization”. 
In the same vein, the widespread representation of “illegal immi-
grants” as stealing jobs is a direct strategy to construct migrants as 
a potential threat to the citizen (Sharma, 2005). However, a major-
ity of migrants who are able to legally immigrate partly due to their 
education level then find that their educational qualifications are 
not recognized by the authorities, after they have arrived in the 
country. As for “illegal” migrants they end up working in sectors 
and conditions that would hardly appeal to citizens. It is clear that 
non-Western workers who have been heavily oppressed by older 
patterns and processes of colonialism and racism are now repre-
sented as the “enemies”, the ones to restrain and control (Sharma, 
2005; Walia, 2013). In addition, the US’ structural change, in shift-
ing the matter of undocumented migrants from civil law to criminal 
law, shows the method whereby the state creates deviants to exer-
cise and legitimize its domination. Due to past colonial history, lib-
eral states avoid the risk of being seen as openly racist and thus 
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avoid overtly targeting one particular ethnic group (even though 
the post 9-11 period has especially targeted Arabs and Muslims for 
“profiling”). Instead, the state personifies itself as a victim that 
needs protection against the “criminals,” in this case the “illegal” 
migrants (Walia, 2013). Therefore, this trick enables the state to 
strengthen physical and psychological borders in order to protect 
itself, that is, to protect its domination. 

Conclusion 

Border imperialism theory is contiguous with new imperialism the-
ory. It adds a focus on aggressive territorial control comprised by 
borders. Spatial elements are not perhaps as important in the new 
imperialism theory, which tends to emphasize “empire without 
colonies”. However, through this essay I hope it has been shown 
that migration control means territory still matters. It was also 
demonstrated how neoliberal structural reforms are directly target-
ing people, often the ones that have suffered a long history of 
domination from colonialism. Therefore, new imperialism seems to 
be the new expression of domination in the contemporary world. 
Paying special attention to the ideology of cultural imperialism 
shining through mainstream media, shows how a system of migrant 
exploitation is legitimized. Also, through narratives of panic and 
crisis, conceptualized as a permanent state of emergency (Pandolfi, 
2010), the US is able to apply some significant changes in law to-
wards migrants, namely by producing a narrative that creates an 
imperative to build spaces in order to restrain and control the “ter-
rible” flows of persons who instantly become “criminal” by virtue 
of their arrival in the US. 
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Chapter 6 

  
HUMANITARIAN RELIEF VS. 

HUMANITARIAN BELIEF 

Iléana Gutnick 

“The most important exclusion, however, was and continues to 
be what development was supposed to be all about: people. 
Development was—and continues to be for the most part—a 
top-down, ethnocentric, and technocratic approach, which 
treated people and cultures as abstract concepts, statistical 
figures to be moved up and down in the charts of ‘progress’”. 
(Escobar, 1995, p. 44) 

amines in Africa, wars in the Middle East, and tsunamis in 
Japan: the world seems to have gone haywire. Are these a 
sign of God’s final punishment? Or are they simply remind-
ers of the ordinary, redundant poverty or misfortune that ex-

ists because the world is just an unfair place? This uneasy mix of 
desperate and ambivalent rhetoric seems to characterize the main 
discourse of a variety of Western non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs): no one can specifically be held accountable for how the 
world works, but with your money and your kindness, we can end 
poverty today. 

However, this rhetorical skew is actually a lot more than a sim-
ple attempt to get inside people’s wallets. It actually contributes to 
the decontextualization of poverty, and in a context of neoliberal 
structural adjustment under globalization, failing to mention it is 
like ignoring the odds that the floor will give way because of the 
huge purple elephant in the room. If one truly sets out to end pov-
erty, overlooking essential factors that have several times been 
pointed out seems quite odd. In this case, to purposefully omit the 
role of underlying structures from the public discourse conceals the 
fact that they actually are part of the problem. It therefore does not 

F 
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seem unreasonable to assume that these organizations are driven by 
some kind of political agenda. But what on earth could well-
intentioned, white, Western, rich and developed organizations want 
from the rest of the world? 

This chapter will argue that humanitarian aid discourse is inten-
tionally misleading in that it shifts the public’s focus of attention 
toward seemingly immediate yet irrelevant ways of coping with 
global poverty and underdevelopment. If “lack of fertile land, war 
and political strife, government corruption, unfair trade policies, 
disease, and famine” (The Life You Can Save [TLYCS], 2014a) are 
the main causes of poverty, I will argue that such situations are in-
tentionally generated by Western states in order to, as Susan 
George (1988, p. 5) bluntly puts it, keep the “Third World” in line. 
The underlying political agenda of NGOs is therefore ironically 
very similar to that of the powerful states that back them, that is, to 
impose a foreign presence in order to advance imperial political 
and economic interests, in the name of development. In this per-
spective, “humanitarianism is nothing more than a virtuous dis-
guise for reasons of state” (Fassin, 2013, p. 275). One NGO whose 
discourse will be at the focus of my examination is The Life You 
Can Save, which describes itself as “a movement of people fighting 
extreme poverty” (TLYCS, 2014b), and is useful as an average ex-
ample of the kind of humanitarian rhetoric typically used by NGOs 
seeking visibility and funding from the Western public (TLYCS, 
2014c). 

Helping Others 

Donating to a Good Cause 

The Life You Can Save is based on the creator Pete Singer’s phi-
losophy, which he calls “Effective Altruism”. Effective Altruism is 
defined as “[combining] both the heart and the head”: donating 
money is therefore a feel-good initiative as well as one that is rea-
sonable and legitimate. If every Western individual donated a cou-
ple of dollars, then together we would have the financial resources 
to end poverty. This particular focus on Western individuals is also 
a big part of the rhetoric aimed at convincing potential donors. The 
Life You Can Save claims that “giving makes us happier,” an ap-
parent fact backed up by the mention of a certain Harvard study 
(TLYCS, 2014c). “Giving is tax deductible” (TLYCS, 2014c), which 
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means it is possible to “reduce the cost of your donation” (TLYCS, 
2014c). Finally, “giving is in our nature” (TLYCS, 2014c): humans 
feel naturally compelled to help those who suffer, and experience 
guilt when they do not. 

Placing the burden of ending world poverty on individuals 
completely obliterates donor states’ responsibility for the social 
consequences of their foreign aid to recipient states. As Agier 
(2008) puts it, humanitarian aid can be considered as the empire’s 
left arm. It kills with the right, and cares with the left (p. 296). So 
while US $30 billion lands in Africa through foreign aid, US $192 
billion leaves the continent in the form of debt servicing, tax eva-
sion, and multinational companies’ profit, to name a few examples 
(Health Poverty Action et al., 2014). Aid is typically granted by 
countries that benefit from Africa’s resource exploitation. If “giv-
ing makes us happier” and is a universal part of human nature, then 
the ambivalence generated by NGOs’ humanitarian rhetoric can be 
striking. Since wealthy states and international financial institutions 
are exploiting the “underdeveloped” world, while performing su-
perficial altruism often in tandem with NGOs, then the moral 
standards of giving are not that universal after all, and for those 
who benefit most from Africa’s exploitation, taking is what appar-
ently makes them happier than giving. 

Neither the international financial institutions nor powerful 
states have managed to diminish poverty. Not only do they fail to 
fulfill their moral duties on an international scale, they are also as 
unsuccessful at home, on a national level. According to the US 
Census Bureau (2013), 14.5% of US citizens are living in poverty 
(2013), a number that is higher in other studies that take into ac-
count different factors, such as rising household debt and de-
creased income available for services. Poverty rates for children in 
the US are amongst the highest in the industrialized world (Ameri-
can Psychological Association [APA], 2006, p. 2). On average, 
every adult in the US owes roughly US $11,000 in consumer debt, 
excluding real estate loans (Pressman & Scott, 2009, p. 127). That 
figure also excludes the per capita share of public debt. Consumer 
debt has risen annually at a 4.1% rate over the past 20 years, while 
median household income has remained essentially the same 
(Pressman & Scott, 2009, p. 127), which has pushed more and 
more people below the poverty line. Those at the top 5% of the 
income distribution ladder have benefited from a significant in-
crease in their incomes, while the bottom 40% has not, gradually 
widening the gap between the rich and the poor (APA, 2006, p. 1). 
Basically, while the rich get richer, the middle class and the poor 
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get poorer. In this context, informing the majority at the bottom of 
the income scale of “how powerful [their] pocket change can be-
come when pooled together” (TLYCS, 2014c), seems quite unethi-
cal and insensitive. Placing the burden on Western individuals 
obliterates the state’s economic responsibility regarding the socio-
economic inequalities that affect the well being of their own citi-
zens. “You don’t have to be a millionaire to make a significant 
difference” (TLYCS, 2014c), is preached to people who have ex-
perienced the negative “significant difference” that has been 
wrought by millionaires. 

Going Abroad: The White Savior 

Not only is helping the needy abroad a moral obligation, it is also 
as easy as the click of a button, we are commonly told by humani-
tarian aid agencies. The most obvious way of “helping” is by donat-
ing a couple of dollars to a charity every month. But for the most 
adventurous of us, our moral duty feels like it needs to be fulfilled 
by actually doing something. One must travel to the troubled zone, 
which suggests problems lie elsewhere, and are in no way con-
nected to the northern/western hemisphere. By assuming this is 
the case, humanitarian rhetoric exempts the global North from 
blame. It instead legitimizes and promotes non-governmental in-
tervention, by adopting the moral principle that any privileged indi-
vidual not only has the duty to help the weak, but is also competent 
enough to do so just because of his or her material advantage. Use-
ful assistance is therefore depicted as “[requiring] nothing more 
than the presence of a Western Volunteer” (Biehn, 2014, p. 82). 
Assuming that any Western foreigner is equipped to understand, 
evaluate and act upon local issues suggests that the locals them-
selves are not so equipped. Locals are depicted as being unaware 
and incapable of assessing their own needs, and their capacity to 
fulfill them according to their own value- and belief-systems. 

Locals are also often erased from the list of main motives for 
volunteers to venture abroad. The emphasis is not put on the ac-
tions that potentially help the poor, but rather on the “experience 
of a lifetime” that volunteering can be. As Biehn points out, the 
feeling of cultural immersion is often one of the promises made to 
volunteers by organizations (2014, p. 80). This seeming celebration 
of multiculturalism is furthermore constructed through the images 
published on NGO websites, which mostly range from smiling 
non-white children to sad non-white women wearing “exotic” 
clothing. Rather than to celebrate, these images essentialize and 
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ghettoize societies by stamping each and every individual with 
“Help me! I’m poor” on their foreheads. This representation fur-
ther reproduces the same discourse offered by development theo-
ries, which portray the “Third World” using terms like 
“powerlessness, passivity, poverty, and ignorance” (Escobar, 1995, 
p. 8). The individual internalization of this rhetoric does nothing 
more than to reproduce at a personal level the North/South power 
relations that this rhetoric entails. If resourcefulness is enough to 
justify one’s competency, then we should be asking ourselves why 
locals do not have those resources. It therefore becomes funda-
mental to recontextualize poverty. 

Saving Lives at Gunpoint: 
The Militarization of Humanitarian Intervention 

War, sometimes justified as a humanitarian intervention, is itself 
one of the many justifications for humanitarian intervention: war is 
bloody and endangers human lives, the same lives that some 
NGOs claim they strive to save. In the case of intervening in a 
conflict zone, NGOs regularly insist that they adopt a neutral 
framework, meaning that they consider all civilian lives to be wor-
thy of protection, regardless of political allegiance. In reality, the 
humanitarian approach is often not as impartial as it claims to be. 
More often than not, humanitarian aid is deployed “in a context 
where political and economic interests, the logics of states and 
agencies, and imperial and nationalist ideologies are at work” (Fas-
sin, 2013, p. 270). The same nation-states that engage in armed in-
tervention are those which generate the humanitarian aid. In 
addition, those living in countries that possess profitable resources 
frequently appear to be more worthy of saving than those who do 
not. Perhaps NGOs can find a way to argue that they cannot be 
everywhere at once. However, even within countries where NGOs 
are at work, the principle of neutrality still does not apply. It turns 
out life does have a cost, and that is the cost of state security. To 
ensure state security, it is agreed upon within international law that 
some human suffering is necessary and inevitable (Orford, 2010, p. 
338). 

Some might wonder what military violence has to do with hu-
manitarian aid. They actually have a lot more in common than 
some might wish to consider. First, humanitarian and military per-
sonnel both act within a limited timeframe and extraordinary cir-
cumstances—that is to say, an “emergency” framework—which 
leads them to “consider their own role [as being] above the com-
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mon law” (Fassin, 2013, p. 284). It is important to emphasize how 
similar this type of framework can be to that of colonial rule. Fur-
thermore, as stated above, humanitarian morality is used to legiti-
mize foreign presence, which is most often military. It is therefore 
not surprising to see NGO personnel and the military continue to 
collaborate once they are in the shared “theatre of operations”. 
First and maybe more obviously, humanitarian workers need pro-
tection from armed forces in order to deliver help. This means they 
must adhere to (and benefit from) military logistics and organiza-
tion to manage sites, such as “corridors of tranquility” (Anderson, 
1996, p. 343), living quarters and refugee camps (Fassin, 2013, p. 
284), but also to manage which lives are to be saved, how and on 
what basis. If humanitarian aid and military intervention are de-
ployed in countries that are of strategic interest to the West, it 
should come as no surprise that they pursue the same political ob-
jectives. In this case, analysis should focus on how foreign interest 
has shaped and contributed to the occupied countries’ political 
situation that is used to justify further occupation, and how this in-
capacitates locals from self-determination. Given what has been 
presented here, one can see the case that is made by military writers 
in framing NGOs as “force multipliers” (see the Introduction to 
this volume). 

Recontextualizing Poverty 

In the Name of Development 

“Without stable institutions like efficient banks, a reliable police 
force, functioning schools and fair criminal justice systems, it is 
very difficult to compete on a global scale” (TLYCS, 2014c). It is 
no secret that development is at the heart of many NGOs’ con-
cerns: for more than 50 years, it has been the basis of foreign ac-
tion of Western institutions and considered the only way in which 
“the American dream of peace and abundance [can] be extended to 
all the peoples of the planet” (Escobar, 1995, p. 4). Seen in this 
light, it makes sense that developed nations would help underde-
veloped nations. 

The notion of development following a universal model stems 
from the belief that Western society and culture have evolved into 
ones that are better-equipped and therefore more efficient in deal-
ing with satisfying basic needs. Apart from being evidently ethno-
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centric and condescending, this interpretation assumes efficiency is 
of advantage to the poorest. The concept of efficiency is now em-
bedded in Western culture: cars go faster than donkeys, and four-
minute microwaveable foods are less-time consuming. The removal 
of time-related constraints allows for one’s time to be used effi-
ciently: “they can work, they can go to school, they can contribute 
to their household income, and they don’t take someone else’s time 
and capacity to work by requiring care” (TLYCS, 2014c). In this 
perspective, the goal of efficiency, understood as the conceptualiza-
tion of time in terms of economic value (simply put time equals 
money), is to create workers and consumers. And technological in-
novation is what makes efficiency possible. Indeed, development 
promotes a type of progress that favors technological advancement 
and industrialization. Since development is praised for its practical 
superiority, it becomes legitimate to impose this progress onto oth-
ers, supposedly for their own good. Setting the conditions in which 
development can thrive, subsequently becomes a priority. The cul-
tural traits, values and political ideals that set the stage for devel-
opment processes must then be exported in order to impose a 
framework in which it becomes advantageous and desirable for lo-
cals to (literally) clear the way for the establishing of foreign institu-
tions. Modern technology makes the globalization of culture much 
easier. 

The privatization of national telecommunication infrastruc-
tures in the 1970s, strongly urged by US corporations and govern-
ments, meant the US could broadcast US values, ideologies and 
images on a truly global scale (Mirlees, 2006, p. 199). The US ideals 
that are transmitted both implicitly and explicitly tend to suggest 
that living by “possessive individualism” and “excessive consumer-
ism” is bound to lead to a preferable and more adequate existence 
(Mirlees, 2006, p. 200). US-style democracy is also extensively fea-
tured as being of superior moral nature, as it presents individuals as 
being free and equal under the law. However, what is claimed as a 
universal ideal of individual liberty also has as an effect to “[reduce] 
all types of people to interchangeable units of labour” (Wood, 
2006, p. 11). Television, computer and mobile screens become the 
conveyors of a world where the US becomes a template for an 
avowedly beneficial global culture, and does so by exporting the 
means that strengthen its political and economic values (Mirlees, 
2006). So much for multiculturalism. 

The reaching of new audiences and therefore potential con-
sumers becomes instrumental in laying the basis for a system that 
eventually “allows the systematic creation of objects, concepts and 



I LEANA GUT NI CK 
 

180 

strategies; [and] determines what can be thought and said” 
(Escobar, 1995, p. 40). These regulating objects, concepts and 
strategies are embodied by “efficient banks, a reliable police force, 
functioning schools and fair criminal justice systems” (TLYCS, 
2014c) argued to be the basic foundations of overcoming poverty. 
It is to be noted that the economy, defense, education, the imple-
mentation of rule of law and the promotion of democracy are cited 
as NGOs’ top priorities in their fight against poverty, especially in 
the case of The Life You Can Save. In this sense, NGOs’ interven-
tions on foreign territory are themselves another object that par-
ticipates in the creation of a set of relations between “institutions, 
socioeconomic processes, forms of knowledge, [and] technological 
factors” (Escobar, 1995, p. 40) that form the system that creates 
workers and consumers. However, increased modernization comes 
with many increased costs, which is minimized in the discourse of 
NGOs such as The Life You Can Save. 

External Debt: Eternal Debt 

Extreme poverty as defined in NGO narratives is often explained 
in terms of individual daily spending. TLYCS’ Extreme Poverty 
Report states that 65% of the global population lives on less than 
US $2 a day, implying this is not enough to meet basic necessities 
such as food and shelter (TLYCS, 2014d). Regardless of the merits 
of the implication, the report leaves out the part about “Third 
World” countries being heavily indebted to their Western counter-
parts, which is one of the reasons they are financially insecure in 
the first place. Although The Life You Can Save mentions “unfair 
trade policies” as harmful to “Third World” development, it never 
contextualizes them, nor does it provide a basis of action to 
counter them. 

Whether development is implemented in order to raise “Third 
World” living standards to match the West’s, or whether develop-
ment reflects the fact that, “Third World economies were only in-
tegrated to the global capitalist system in order to serve the 
Centre’s needs” (Mushkat, 1975, p. 42), might be open to debate. 
When one analyzes the way in which the development model actu-
ally works, there appears to be less room for debate: historically 
development has neglected the majority to the advantage of the 
few, justifying this by endorsing the “‘trickle-down’ process” 
(George, 1988, p. 15), which would somehow eventually improve 
everyone’s living conditions by first improving the conditions of 
the wealthy, and as experience has taught us, fails to generate eco-
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nomic growth, greater investment, or job creation. In addition, in 
the name of development, “Third World” countries have been now 
swamped in debt: the West lends money for them to develop their 
economies by exploiting their resources, to meet the needs of the 
developed centre, and to benefit the wealthy that are the first con-
cern of trickle-down development policies. 

We can summarize some of the key features of development 
policies and projects that should raise questions about NGO dis-
courses that may blur the causes of poverty. First, the pattern of 
foreign investment in development is not one that is driven by the 
needs of the majority, of course, as much as it by the profit con-
cerns of investors. Typically investors have focused on the extrac-
tion of resources that fuel Western consumption (George, 1988).  
In some cases development loans have been used to finance 
“hardly profitable and useless projects” (Guillén & Gandy, 1989, p. 
37). One must also remember that the basic purpose of lending is 
for creditors to gain capital through (rising) interest. It therefore 
seems safe to assume that when a disaster such as famine is pointed 
out as being one of the leading causes of poverty, it is not necessar-
ily a natural phenomenon, but rather one with a long political and 
economic genealogy. Loans are used to finance rapid industrializa-
tion, not diminishing rapidly growing hunger. When loans are not 
directed towards productive and/or income-generating activities, 
backlashes such as food shortages and food riots have occurred. 
Furthermore, because of free trade agreements, such as NAFTA’s 
implementation in 1994, some peasants are forced off their lands, 
while others are forced to change crops because they cannot com-
pete with the prices offered by multinational corporations (Janvry 
et al., 1995). In 2009, fertile land made available to foreign inves-
tors amounted to 56 million hectares around the world (Oakland 
Institute, 2011, p. 3). Banks are involved in this global economic 
land coup, since they are the ones financing these corporations 
(George, 1988, p. 36). 

Local government elites play their part as the force multipliers 
of global capitalism, with many receiving payments for ensuring the 
undisturbed establishment of multinational corporations in their 
territories. These elites protect themselves, hire armies, and kill. 
They are also guilty of transferring loan money into foreign bank 
accounts (George, 1988, p. 19), allowing interest rates to pile up 
over their citizens’ heads while they drink champagne— in 2013, 
Nigeria had the second fastest growing champagne consumption 
rate in the world (Hirsch, 2013/5/8). As Hirsch puts it, “not eve-
ryone in [a] country where 63% live on less than $1 a day is im-
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pressed with the $50m and rising spent each year on fizz” (Hirsch, 
2013/5/8). However, just as champagne bottles are usually shared, 
corruption is a game played by two (or ten, or hundreds), and is not 
always called corruption when it is structurally legitimized by inter-
national financial organizations as well as market (de)regulations.  

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) officially bills itself as, 
“an organization of 188 countries, working to foster global mone-
tary cooperation, secure financial stability, facilitate international 
trade, promote high employment and sustainable economic 
growth, and reduce poverty around the world” (IMF, 2014). Offi-
cial statements aside, the fundamental role of the IMF, which is 
largely organized around US interests given its dominant share of 
votes in the organization, is to promote trade by ensuring that 
debts will be repaid to creditor banks (George, 1988, p. 47). It im-
poses what are called structural adjustments, which administer na-
tional economies in order to “guarantee that countries will continue 
to have the means to pay” (George, 1988, p. 49)—in other words, 
the focus is on short-term debt servicing rather than ensuring the 
well-being of the majority. Austerity measures are supposed to in-
crease income and reduce spending (George, 1988, p. 52) in order 
to save money to pay debts back quickly. The most common 
measures imposed and undertaken by structural adjustment pro-
grams include, “devaluation of currency, wage freezes, increased 
privatization, removal of tariffs and other ‘protectionist’ measures, 
and reduced government spending and employment” (Bradshaw, 
1991, p. 322). These adjustments most often lead to reduced quality 
of life, severe cuts in social spending (such as food subsidies or 
medical care), and usually increase both unemployment and pov-
erty (Bradshaw, 1991, p. 322). Bearing in mind “Third World” 
countries already lack the financial resources required to meet their 
citizens’ basic needs (a fact that is at the heart of NGOs’ concerns 
and interest), reducing their access to services in order to reduce 
spending is directly responsible for creating a “need” market for 
NGOs. Furthermore, if countries do not comply with IMF meas-
ures, they will not be deemed as “acceptable credit risks” (Brad-
shaw, 1991, p. 321), which means they will not be able to borrow 
to pay back their debts. Considering “Third World” countries often 
depend on new loans only to service old ones (George, 1988, p. 
13), it becomes impossible even for countries that are not governed 
by corrupt elites to step out of the game. This would mean no 
more foreign cash flow (Bradshaw, 1991, p. 325), which is crucial 
to their economies. To better contain the threat of a popular social 
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backlash, the IMF imposes austerity measures on social spending, 
but not on military expenditures (George, 1988, p. 22). 

War and Political Strife: Militarizing the “Third World” 

NGOs repeatedly point to war, political strife and government cor-
ruption as being some of the main reasons of poverty. However, as 
mentioned earlier, it is difficult to imagine how heavily indebted 
“Third World” countries find the millions necessary for seemingly 
endless wars. The IMF has shown little interest in the issue, justify-
ing this inattention by claiming it does not want to interfere with 
government sovereignty (George, 1988, p. 22). 

Rather than a straightforward question of sovereignty, what is 
at play is a highly lucrative international arms trade. The US was 
responsible for 79% of the weapons sold to developing countries 
in 2011 (Grimmett & Kerr, 2012, p. 25). On top of owing billions 
in debt, “developing” countries that by definition possess limited 
financial resources are the main recipients of arms trade agree-
ments (Grimmett & Kerr, 2012, p. 31). Weaponry imports have in 
turn functioned as “a significant contributory fact to Third World 
indebtness’’ (Looney quoted in Dunne, 2004, p. 128). Military ex-
penditure is yet another example of debt being used for unproduc-
tive activities: “[arms purchases] produce no wealth and, when not 
manufactured locally, they don’t even create jobs or inject money 
into the local economy. They are nothing but pure consumption” 
(George, 1988, p. 24). Funds allocated to military expenditure in 
Africa and the Middle East often take priority over those allocated 
to health and education (World Council of Churches, 2005 p. 15).  

Repoliticizing Poverty 

Despite the prevailing NGO narrative as reproduced by The Life 
You Can Save, poverty is a politically constructed phenomenon, 
and not just at the local level. NGOs are increasingly leading the 
way in popular representations of “Third World” countries in 
commercial media in the West; advertisements are filled with poor, 
powerless and passive individuals awaiting foreign help. Such an 
approach obscures Western states’ responsibility in creating or ag-
gravating socioeconomic disparities. By asking for personal dona-
tions, NGOs place the burden of saving the poor on individuals, 
many of whom are themselves already strained by austerity meas-
ures, instead of on those who impose these measures worldwide. 
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This is justified in the name of development, described by Susan 
George as “a myth-word in whose name any destruction, and any 
expenditure, may be undertaken with impunity” (1988, p. 15) 
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Chapter 7 

  
ON SECRECY, POWER, AND THE IMPERIAL 

STATE: PERSPECTIVES FROM WIKILEAKS AND 

ANTHROPOLOGY 

Maximilian C. Forte 

“[‘Anne,’ journalist at a Pentagon press conference]: Do you 
have any mechanism or authority to compel WikiLeaks to do as 
you say—as you are demanding? 
 
“[Pentagon spokesman, Geoff Morrell]:...how do we intend to 
compel, what I would say there, Anne, is that at this point we are 
making a demand of them. We are asking them to do the right 
thing. This is the appropriate course of action, given the damage 
that has already been done, and we hope they will honor our 
demands and comply with our demands. If it requires them 
compelling to do anything [sic]—if doing the right thing is not 
good enough for them, then we will figure out what other 
alternatives we have to compel them to do the right thing. Let 
me leave it at that”. (US Department of Defense [DoD], 2010b) 

peaking as a moderator for a public conversation with Julian 
Assange and Slavoj Žižek, Amy Goodman declared, “infor-
mation is power. Information is a matter of life and death” 
(Goodman, 2011/7/5). “Information is power” is not just a 

popular cyberactivist article of faith, it is arguably a core premise in 
Julian Assange’s theoretical repertoire. Assange thus conceptualizes 
WikiLeaks as a “mechanism” whose goal is to “to maximise the 
flow of information” which results in maximising “the amount of 
action leading to just reform” (Davies, 2010/7/25). This is remi-
niscent of the “force multiplier” idea outlined by the US military 
and diplomatic establishment, as discussed at length in the Intro-
duction to this volume. Anthropologists, on the other hand, will be 

S 
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tempted to respond that information is not the same thing as 
knowledge, and neither is the same thing as meaning, and that 
power rests on a base that is far broader than information-control 
alone. Nevertheless, with the conflict between the US government 
and WikiLeaks there is much to be learned about the exercise of 
state power as it applies to secrecy and counter-surveillance, espe-
cially in terms of the actual expanse of the power of the US impe-
rial state. The focus of this chapter is on the relationships between 
power, knowledge, and the social organization of the imperial state. 
WikiLeaks, and in particular its chief representative, Julian Assange, 
have a great deal to say in terms of theorizing information and 
power that might be of value to anthropology; likewise, most an-
thropologists, with extensive experience with secrecy at the local 
level, and especially those who have focused specifically on secrecy, 
have much to offer in return, given certain caveats. Unfortunately, 
the perspectives of those anthropologists who over the generations 
have served in the US’ clandestine intelligence apparatus are not 
presented here (however, see Price 1998, 2008). 

Secrecy of/as Science 

One of the aims of this chapter is to present two different ap-
proaches to understanding secrecy—from WikiLeaks and anthro-
pology—with special reference to mapping state power, and to 
issues of responsibility and trust (of particular concern to the state), 
and accountability and conspiracy (of particular concern to some 
critics of the US imperial state, and to WikiLeaks). (To an extent, 
both sides share a concern for accountability, but to different ends, 
and at different points along the power gradient, with the imperial 
state favouring accountability on the part of the weak.) The reason 
for the dual focus stems from an acknowledgment of the possibility 
that both WikiLeaks and anthropology have something to gain 
from each other. Anthropology is a treasure-trove of knowledge 
about secrecy, built up over generations of research by countless 
ethnographers, with many insights that offer WikiLeaks a thicker 
conceptual armour that could aid its practice in better understand-
ing, scrutinizing, anticipating, and deflecting attempts by states 
(particularly the US) to circumscribe or even quash it. WikiLeaks, 
on the other hand, has much to offer in terms of putting a spot-
light on how information and power are related in the imperial 
state, besides of course also offering a great deal of information 
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that is useful for anyone attempting to “study up,” as Laura Nader 
put it (1972). 

At the outset we already saw the start of what appeared to be a 
certain “science of secrecy,” which in the case of WikiLeaks, as 
with the US military, is a science of mechanisms that do things. 
Both WikiLeaks and the US military have an obviously intimate re-
lationship with machines, and with machines as the prime means of 
achieving their goals, with the apparent result being that their con-
ception of human action is mechanized, instrumentalized, even 
automated. Anthropology is not innocent of such constructs either 
(historically it has not been immune to scientism), nor is the con-
ception of force multipliers alien to it, given various ideas about 
how to create “effective allies” for US power, in South Asia for ex-
ample (see Bateson in Price, 1998, p. 381). Nor is the instrumental 
exploitation of Indigenous Peoples and their natural resources be-
yond the pale of US anthropology, especially during World War II 
(see Price, 2008). However, for the most part, we shall see in an-
thropology a different science of secrecy that focuses on meaning 
and social relations, more than mechanisms as such. Otherwise, 
there are broad connections between secrecy and social science as a 
whole—as a former professor and US Senator, Daniel Patrick 
Moynihan (1999), affirmed: “social science” is “the science of se-
crecy”. 

It may not be an accident that there are close correspondences 
between preferred phrases in anthropology and those used by both 
diplomats and intelligence agents. For example, anthropologists in 
North America and Britain speak of going into “the field,” and 
“going native” (as a problem), and refer to local hosts as “infor-
mants”. It is noteworthy that even as some anthropologists object 
to the nomenclature of the US Army’s Human Terrain System (see 
González, 2012)—finding it objectionable that, in the military’s lin-
guistic rendering, human beings are symbolically reduced to inani-
mate terrain to be mapped and marched on like dirt—
anthropologists themselves nonetheless persist in using a term re-
lated to terrain through land, that being field. In fact, terrain is also a 
synonym of two other key conceptual terms in anthropology: space 
and arena. Interestingly, forming a bridge between field and terrain 
are various other synonyms pertaining to the battlefield. While Gon-
zález (2012) would like to a see a linguistic analysis performed on 
military terminology, we should also turn that gaze back. One 
would in fact not have far to travel to find identical terminology in 
US anthropology, as when George Marcus described “multi-sited 
ethnography” as follows: “multi-sited ethnography is an exercise in 
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mapping terrain” (Marcus, 1995, p. 99). In a theoretical piece of 
dubious value, that was nonetheless influential in US anthropology, 
Arjun Appadurai disaggregated the world-system into one com-
posed of distinct “scapes” (such as mediascapes, technoscapes, 
etc.)—which is not too distant from the idea of “landscape,” a term 
that approximates “terrain” (Appadurai, 1990). 

It is also no accident of misrecognition that so many local 
communities have, as retold by generations of anthropologists, 
seen anthropologists as spies—many were just that (see Price, 
2008). Numerous US anthropologists continue to serve as “force 
multipliers” in multiple formal and informal capacities. As if to 
cloud the air further, the American Anthropological Association 
even went as far as censuring one of its founding figures, Franz 
Boas, for having dared to condemn anthropologists working as 
spies during WWI, and then kept that censure in place for the next 
85 years. In recent decades the AAA even excised the injunction 
against secret research from its code of ethics, before reinstating it 
in the last few years. Collaboration with the CIA is also not foreign 
to the AAA. At one point, collusion with the CIA, secret research, 
and Boas’ continuing censure were all simultaneous facts—none of 
this can be a mere accident. More recently, the AAA’s 12-member 
Commission on the Engagement of Anthropology with the US Se-
curity and Intelligence Communities (CEAUSSIC), charged with 
investigating the ethics of anthropologists working for intelligence 
and military agencies, included three persons1 who were working 
precisely with the US military and weapons contractors, even as 
they served on the commission. The obvious conflict of interest, 
on a panel addressing ethics no less, was an irony that seemed to 
disturb few commentators. Apart from that, the fact that so many 
US and British anthropologists prefer not to write about their 
“field methods,” with many against teaching methods courses, can 
only add to the aura of suspicion, suggesting that secret techniques 
are being used to elicit secret information. Of course, I would only 
be relating an open secret if I said that among the ranks of North 
American anthropologists there is also widespread, simmering re-
sentment against ethics review boards, or that students reluctantly 
plod through ethics review applications as a mere formality. 

WikiLeaks, while generally lacking a history of collusion with 
imperialist states, has immense practical experience with state se-
crecy and particularly with diplomacy and military intelligence, in 
ways that probably most anthropologists do not, since they rarely 
confront the power of the imperial US state. As anthropologists we 
should learn how to expand our research repertoire by including 
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what I refer to later in this chapter as the methodology of 
WikiLeakism, while also revising our own ideas about the actual 
practice of imperial intervention to include the role of non-state 
actors working in combination with the imperial state, even 
if/when not under its formal and rigid direction. Theoretically, 
WikiLeaks’ conflict with the US power structure affords us a 
glimpse into something that is different from either conspiracy 
theories (not intended pejoratively here) or coincidence theories, 
and moves us towards something like a theory of convergence, 
where goals are shared and understood, and agents act, but without 
any need for central coordination—a march without a marshal. 
This is likely due to the confluence of interests in the corporate-
oligarchic state, which explains the nearly automatic readiness of 
credit card companies, banks, and Amazon.com in acting as proxy 
censors that debilitated WikiLeaks’ operations, though not neces-
sarily under any explicit commands from the US state. 

Secrecy as Viewed from WikiLeaks, 
Anthropology, and Sociology 

More than journalism, communications/media studies and law, the 
fields that have arguably dominated the bulk of public debates 
about WikiLeaks, anthropology can claim special expertise on the 
study of secrecy. While anthropologists have a wide range of in-
depth knowledge about secrecy in diverse social and cultural con-
texts, and of the ways in which secrets are spoken in socially ac-
ceptable ways, these are usually derived from experiences in small-
scale, local settings, usually outside of the cultural West, and only 
rarely dealing with state secrecy (however, see Price, 1998). An-
thropological work has primarily been on secrecy as found in secret 
societies, cults of initiation, shamanic practices, worship, the instal-
lation of priests, the socio-linguistics of secrecy, all within settings 
of intimate inter-personal ties and dense social bonds tying the ac-
tors together. The diverse treatments of secrecy reveal multiple 
analytical paradigms, whether functionalist, instrumentalist, situa-
tionalist, or political-economic in the Marxist sense (see Piot, 1993). 
Concerns range from how social stability is maintained, to analysis 
of the rules of accepted behaviour around secrecy, to how power is 
maintained in situations of social inequality (Fulton, 1972; Little, 
1949, 1966; Watkins, 1943; la Fontaine, 1977; Murphy, 1980; Ot-
tenberg, 1989). In terms of caveats regarding care needed in apply-
ing any anthropological lessons to WikiLeaks, we need to 
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remember the problem of a mismatch between units and scales of 
analysis. However, in terms of how elites work to maintain their 
networks and associations, and how the management of informa-
tion becomes a vehicle for distributing power, there is something 
of value to learn from anthropology. 

WikiLeaks, for its part, has given us an anthropological gift. It 
is a gift to core areas of anthropological concern, spanning ques-
tions of universalism-particularism, power, and knowledge. For ex-
ample, WikiLeaks’ clash with the US has shown us that what 
underpins hegemomic liberal claims to moral universalism is in-
stead a particularist commitment that sits easily with the kind of 
moral turpitude exhibited by the merciless expansion and unques-
tioning defence of imperial power. Put in other words, the gift here 
is to further expose and once again put on public display the kind 
of moral dualism that is the practical reality of moral universalism. 
In this respect, the conflict generated around WikiLeaks has helped 
to render more visible not just specific state practices, but also the 
workings of the state in defence of a particular ideology that is su-
perficial and altogether deceptive in espousing values of universal 
rights. 

We could argue that WikiLeaks also has its own distinctive re-
search methodology, one not readily comparable to anything we 
know of in the social sciences, and yet in some respects worthy of 
emulation. It’s not fieldwork immersion and conversational interac-
tion with informants (their informants are unknown to them). 
However, they learn a lot about actors through documents, and 
could learn even more through the actors’ reactions to the release 
of the documents (in a way that conventional ethnography would 
not normally achieve). It is distinctive because WikiLeaks does not 
collaborate with informants, it does not send operatives into the 
institutions whose behaviours it unmasks, and it is not scientific lab 
research. It also neither steals information nor does it gain access 
through deception and covert action. It is neither a naturalistic nor 
an experimental methodology. We could thus call it WikiLeakism 
since it lacks an exact parallel in the social sciences. 

What is not too persuasive is the apparently defensive counter-
argument of some anthropologists, who hold that “we” also have 
experience working with leaked classified documents and the re-
ports of investigative journalists. WikiLeaks does not just work 
with classified documents and journalists, since it is the publisher 
of such materials and uses software, mass media, and social net-
working to ensure that the information is available to the public 
without barrier—this is not what anthropologists can generally 
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claim to have done. The institutional context, praxis, and audiences 
are very different when comparing WikiLeaks and academic an-
thropology, particularly in the US. On a political level, the differ-
ences can be even more striking, since WikiLeaks has been willing 
to engage in head-on conflict with an imperial power, a power 
about which most US anthropologists prefer to remain silent. 

WikiLeakism and Non-Local Ethnography 

As a methodology, WikiLeakism shares some traits in common 
with more recent forms of “non-local ethnography” of the kind 
advocated and articulated by Feldman (2011), and older ideas of 
“studying up” (Nader, 1972). A range of important methodological 
points have been made between studying up (research that travels 
up the scale of power and dominance, focusing not on the tradi-
tional powerless groups but on the powerful), and non-local eth-
nography (which can study abstract and impersonal apparatuses 
that are localized nowhere or are not available to direct sensory ex-
perience). A spectrum of methods has thus opened up in anthro-
pology that, though still marginalized (for broadly political and 
disciplinary reasons), places value on the use of virtual interfaces, 
documentary research, and media analysis, among other options. A 
non-local ethnography would thus research phenomena such as 
NATO, whose expansion and escalated aggression has largely been 
met with silence by US anthropologists writing on related topics. 
Possible reasons for this silence in current Anglo-American an-
thropology include the assumption that NATO policies and prac-
tices do not involve “ordinary people” and are thus for some 
reason “outside the purview of anthropology/ethnography” 
(Feldman, 2003, p. 1). NATO is therefore constructed in much of 
Western anthropology as if it were removed from “everyday life”. 
Feldman summarizes some of the problems with this occlusion: 

1. It neglects the indirect social and economic impacts on or-
dinary people as a result of maintaining excessively large 
militaries designed for foreign intervention; 

2. It glosses over the identification of nation with the mili-
tary; 

3. NATO is not just a military organization confined to Brus-
sels, but “rather it is a function of socially reproduced dis-
courses of military, state, nation and even civilization” 
(Feldman, 2003, p. 2); and, 

4. NATO’s effects are localizable and therefore accessible to 
anthropologists. 
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The third assumption challenged by Feldman is that, 

“NATO precludes ethnography because its Brussels 
headquarters is even more secretive than the European 
Commission. An anthropology of NATO necessitates 
ethnography at headquarters, which is not feasible. No 
anthropologist will gain ethnographic access to the elites 
working in Brussels, unlike those who have undertaken 
ethnographies of the European Commission”. (Feldman, 2003, 
p. 2) 

Feldman’s response is that this view is an antiquated one that privi-
leges access to specific (usually “remote”) locations, rather than be-
ing in line with more contemporary arguments in anthropology that 
reconceptualize “the field” as multiple, interlocking social and po-
litical formations. Where Feldman came closest to producing a 
really challenging answer that opens up horizons, is in pursuing this 
line of the geographical decentering of research and what this 
means for participant observation: 

“It is not that participant observation is irrelevant or 
unnecessary, but in instances where face-to-face interaction does 
not address the necessary research question, anthropologists 
should use alternative methods that focus on non-localizable 
sites to expose the culturally produced logic structuring unequal 
social-political relations” (Feldman, 2003, p. 2). 

It is interesting to note in the passages above—on issues relating to 
secrecy, access, and NATO specifically—how much the turn to 
WikiLeaks precisely addresses these gaps, making it an essential re-
source for any non-local ethnography that studies up the imperial 
chain. 

Indeed, secrecy is one of the problems highlighted by Gon-
zález (2012, p. 21), when discussing the methods to be used in 
studying dominant military formations, such as the Pentagon. One 
of these involves documentary analysis, and in his discussions 
González specifically mentions leaked documents, some of which 
came to light as a result of the work of WikiLeaks. The only point I 
would add here is that we may view the practice of WikiLeaks as 
representing either the complete obliteration of ethnography (in its 
localist, small-scale, direct sensory mode), rendering the latter not 
just marginal but almost wholly irrelevant, or an expansion of eth-
nography (into a non-local mode that studies up). In the latter 
sense, Julian Assange would have an even stronger claim to make 
that he is an ethnographer, more than a journalist who has not had 
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the “privilege” of experiencing first-hand the machinations of the 
imperial state apparatuses, which Assange can also claim and which 
would take him closer to ethnography in the traditional sense of 
not just observation and listening but also participation. 

The Problem of Secrecy 

WikiLeaks is a problem—as seen from the perspective of the US 
state. It is specifically a problem for secrecy, for rendering state se-
crecy problematic, and for bringing state secrecy back within the 
domain of questioning and critique. Contrary to former US Secre-
tary of State Hillary Clinton’s assertion that WikiLeaks’ disclosures 
represent an “an attack on America’s foreign policy interests,” and 
even more than that, “an attack on the international community” 
thus representing, in her claim, a threat to “global security” and 
“economic prosperity” (Kessler, 2010/11/30), Carne Ross 
(2010/11/30), a former British diplomat, takes a different and 
more analytically useful approach. For Ross, the real attack is on a 
mode of international diplomacy that is premised on the claim that 
government business is secret business, and an attack on the ability 
of governments to claim one thing and do another.  

For others, the significant attack is on the patron-client rela-
tionship between the state and the corporate media. In exchange 
for access to official sources (that privileged access is itself a by-
product of secrecy, and an enforced scarcity of information that 
allows public officials to “buy” favourable stories [see Stiglitz, 
1999, pp. 11–12]) journalists promise to keep certain information 
out of public knowledge and to write up stories more favourable to 
government (also see the Introduction to the volume on the me-
dia’s military analysts). The corporate media (many of which are 
linked to the state through their parent corporations’ involvement 
in defence contracting) become part of the reality-management 
machine of the imperial state, in what some liken to Army Psycho-
logical Operations (see Politact, 2010/12/2). If information is a 
mechanism, as Assange maintains, then it can also be a mechanism 
that disrupts the force multiplication offered by the mainstream 
corporate media to the imperial state—information thus becomes a 
force diminisher, and the willingness to use it for those purposes is 
part of the broad “blowback” that Chalmers Johnson identified 
(see the Introduction to this volume). 

Beyond diplomacy, and the state’s relationship with the 
chronically embedded media, WikiLeaks also poses a challenge to 
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the secret wars of the US imperial state. As Will Wilkinson 
(2010/11/29) of The Economist put it: 

“The careerists scattered about the world in America’s 
intelligence agencies, military, and consular offices largely 
operate behind a veil of secrecy executing policy which is itself 
largely secret. American citizens mostly have no idea what they 
are doing, or whether what they are doing is working out well. 
The actually-existing structure and strategy of the American 
empire remains a near-total mystery to those who foot the bill 
and whose children fight its wars. And that is the way the elite of 
America’s unelected permanent state, perhaps the most powerful 
class of people on Earth, like it”. 

WikiLeaks thus rendered visible the clash between empire’s work in 
the shadows and democratic accountability (see Mueller, 
2010/12/7). It would seem as if the careerists that Wilkinson men-
tioned work on the unexamined assumption that the less people 
know, the more they will trust the state—or, perhaps, the less peo-
ple can question, the more the state gains in legitimacy. Trust can-
not thrive when questions are provoked, especially when the 
imperial state’s behaviour is shown to be based on a series of du-
plicitous fabrications. Legitimacy cannot flourish when critique is 
validated, especially when the imperial state’s behaviour is shown 
to violate both legality and morality. But is it all about the content? 
Is the problem of trust and legitimacy—cornerstones of what As-
sange calls conspiracy—largely based on control over information 
flows? This takes us to some anthropological questions about se-
crecy. 

Leaks: Sacrilege, Privilege, Social Control and 
Bureaucracy 

Taking umbrage at sacrilege and defacement, with everything that func-
tionaries of the US imperial state believed ought to have remained 
secret instead coming to light, is how we can begin to understand 
the sometimes shrill responses of state actors such as Hillary Clin-
ton, or the former Pentagon spokesman, Geoff S. Morrell, or Ad-
miral Mike Mullen, the now former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff. As Michael Taussig argues the, “[public] secret may […] 
be defined as that which is generally known but cannot be spoken,” 
and he asks that we pay special attention to: 
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“[T]he heterogeneity of the knowledge at stake here, with its 
knowing what not to know, its strategic absences, its resort to riddle 
and tone…a Swiss-cheese reality of unexpected shapes…of 
roller-coaster rides through the carnival grounds of ‘concealment 
and revelation,’ fuelled by the intensity of the ambivalence of 
active not-seeing”. (Taussig, 1999, p. 50, emphasis added) 

This presents us with the explanation that there are different kinds 
of secrets, and different ways to speak about them (which takes us 
to rules, below). What is open to question, having read thousands 
of the ordinary and mundane reports produced by US diplomats 
that were published by WikiLeaks, is the limited extent to which 
there is any solid empirical distinction to be made between public 
knowledge and state secrets, especially in cases where diplomats are 
merely writing up summaries of local news reports on a given topic 
of interest to the relevant US mission. Another distinction drawn 
by some is between the “private secret” (such as a lie) and the 
“public secret” (secrecy that takes on outward manifestations as in 
public rituals)—see Bendix (2003, p. 33) for further explanation. I 
find this treatment of privacy to be problematic, for assuming that 
we can draw comparisons between individual, public, and state 
phenomena, without understanding the qualitative difference be-
tween each. In practice, this has resulted in some treating Assange’s 
assertion to a right to privacy as somehow “hypocritical” given his 
publication of leaked state secrets—when the two are not compa-
rable, unless we are to confuse transparency as governmental 
openness with transparency as a form of personal nudity. Al-
though, perhaps it’s a case of the emperor having no clothes after 
all that unconsciously leads some to conflate the personal and the 
statal. 

How we speak about secrets is crucial, for it is in naming them 
as such that we create them. In different words, Taussig argues 
“there is no such thing as a secret,” being instead an “invention 
that comes out of the public secret” and says that “to see the secret 
as secret is to take it at face-value,” rather than a great “as if” with-
out which “the public secret would evaporate” (1999, p. 7). 

A second important analytical point comes from something as 
deceptively simple as the way that Franz Boas, a founding figure in 
American anthropology, wrote up the transcripts of George Hunt, 
his Tlingit collaborator, wherein Boas frequently converted the 
word “secret” into “sacred”. The implication of this, as Taussig ex-
plained, is that “the sense of something as secret has to be main-
tained at a pretty high level in the community of believers [dealing 
with shamanic practices here],” and “the secret itself must remain 
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secret” (2006, p. 136). As Taussig (1999, p. 7) reminds us, “wher-
ever there is power there is secrecy” and at the core of this power 
lies also public secrecy.  

This explanation points to secrecy as a social practice, as a 
means of social control, which involves practices of inclusion and 
exclusion that serve to lock out competitors while locking in 
knowledge as a privilege. The higher the classification of informa-
tion, the higher up is the level of access in a hierarchic system of 
control. This clearly takes us to the work of Georg Simmel (1950) 
in which secrecy is understood as an inherently social relationship 
involving those who possess and share the secret, those to whom it 
is permitted to divulge the secret, and those from whom the secret 
is concealed, and thus differences that bring power to the fore. 
Simmel also made the case for judging the role of the secret not by 
its contents, its topics, which constantly shift, but by the social 
rules that are employed to manufacture and contain the secret 
(1950, pp. 331, 335).  

Leaking is therefore not in fact banned outright by the upper 
echelons of the US imperial state; rather, it is an act that is en-
dowed with privilege. Note how General Stanley McChrystal’s clas-
sified assessment on the war in Afghanistan was released in time to 
force Obama’s hand in sending more troops (Schorr, 2009/9/23), 
without any hint from the White House of a hunt to find and 
prosecute the source of the leak (Smith, 2009/9/22). Even more 
striking is the now confirmed fact that former Secretary of De-
fense, Leon Panetta, himself leaked details of the operation to as-
sassinate Bin Laden. As Daniel Ellsberg explained, the only leaks 
that US administrations condemn are those “that they haven’t 
made themselves, that haven’t actually been authorized by their 
own high officials, which is the greater part of leaks. Nearly all 
leaks to the newspapers, so-called, are actually authorized by a 
boss, or even by the highest officials” (Ellsberg, 2011/1/24). 

As part of this broad canvas of ideas that inform anthropologi-
cal and sociological approaches to power and secrecy, there is the 
question of what Max Weber called the “official secret,” as a “spe-
cific invention of bureaucracy” (1968, p. 992) and here we come 
closest to some of Assange’s statements on state power as conspir-
acy, and the ostensibly “irrational” over-classification of informa-
tion, such that what was published via WikiLeaks often seemed to 
be of little consequence (again, this should tell us that content is not 
quite the issue in this conflict between the US and WikiLeaks). Go-
ing beyond any strictly functional interest in maintaining a secret, 
Weber explains that state bureaucracy is really interested in exercis-
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ing rights over the secret as a means of pursuing and enhancing its 
power against competing entities, such as parliament or various 
“interest groups”. Moynihan (1999) adds to this by attesting to the 
role of “symbolic secrecy”—secrecy that serves no actual purpose 
other than to advance state power as an end in itself, and is closely 
connected to an ideological extremism that rose to power in the 
Cold War (Shils in Moynihan, 1999). As Weber put it, quite sharply, 
“bureaucracy naturally welcomes a poorly informed and hence a 
powerless parliament—at least in so far as ignorance is somehow 
compatible with the bureaucracy’s own interests” (1968, p. 993). As 
just one available indication of the over-classification of informa-
tion in the US, of the 6,610,154 million secrets created in 1997 
alone, only 1.4% were created under statute, and “the remainder 
are pure creatures of bureaucracy, via Executive Orders” (Moyni-
han, 1999). And Weber was right to be blunt, as others have ex-
plained the condition in our political system where the public has 
little knowledge of the extent of the state’s regulation of informa-
tion (from the 1997 Report of the Commission on Protecting and 
Reducing Government Secrecy quoted by Moynihan [1999]), and 
as Joseph Stiglitz argued, this reflects “a mistrust between those 
governing and those governed; and at the same time, it exacerbates 
that mistrust” (Stiglitz, 1999, p. 2). Moreover, as Stiglitz argued, se-
crecy not only shields bureaucrats and policy-makers from having 
their mistakes exposed, secrecy puts incumbents at an advantage 
over rivals in elections since the incumbent can always argue 
(thanks to secrecy, left unspoken) that the costs of change would 
be too high as the rivals are “unprepared” (i.e. they lack the infor-
mation necessary to govern a situation) (1999, p. 12). 

It is also important to understand the limits of Weberian the-
ory, in part due to the neoliberal restructuring of government. Mak-
ing government run more like a private business, contracting work 
out to the private sector and bringing in private consultants, clearly 
challenges Weber’s model of bureaucracy. No longer can we argue 
that there are clear lines separating the state and private sectors, bu-
reaucracy and market. Rather than an impersonal machine, state 
bureaucracy has in part fallen into the hands of private, personal 
networks, where loyalty to persons and ideological adherence mat-
ters most (Wedel, 2009, pp. 28, 102). So altered is the landscape, 
argues Wedel, that “the term ‘governance,’ a relative newcomer to 
the vocabulary that refers to rule by a combination of bureaucratic 
and market entities, now often substitutes for ‘government’” (2009, 
p. 77).2 This is also part of the reason for the decline in govern-
ment’s public accountability, and increased sequestering of infor-
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mation by private networks with access to public goods, that is, the 
public information paid for by the public. Policy, and its making, 
has been increasingly privatized “beyond the reach of traditional 
monitoring systems” (Wedel, 2009, p. 75). The “privatization revo-
lution” of neoliberalism (Wedel, 2009, p. 33), is met by actors such 
as WikiLeaks, engaged in what we may call a “publication revolu-
tion”. 

The Power of the Secret Tellers: 
Anthropological Perspectives 

The media publications of some non-anthropologists helped to 
bring certain anthropological points to mind regarding the ways 
that WikiLeaks has been perceived as a threat, and what that can 
tell us about the reality of the secret, and the manner in which the 
state constructs “non-authorized” actors. For some, it is not the 
content of the released documents that matters, but rather the rules 
governing the use of those documents, and this is the real centre of 
the conflict between WikiLeaks and the state. It is the “rupture in 
the rules of the game that the practitioners of US foreign policy 
find astonishing and threatening” (Mueller, 2010/12/7). That the 
conflict is around a question of rules more than content is given 
further weight by the public statements of former US Secretary of 
Defense Robert Gates. He referred to the revelations as “embar-
rassing” and “awkward,” but with little practical effect on the con-
duct of US relations with foreign partners, adding that the public 
response has been “overwrought” (US Department of Defense 
[DoD], 2010a)—presumably that includes the response of his col-
league, Hillary Clinton. In another instance, Gates stated that a 
Pentagon review had “not revealed any sensitive intelligence 
sources and methods compromised by the disclosure” (Levine, 
2010/10/16). Likewise, the German Minister of the Interior re-
ferred to the disclosures not as a threat, but rather as “annoying” 
(Stark & Rosenbach, 2010/12/20). This does not mean that 
WikiLeaks’ work had no significance; rather, it is what was signifi-
cant that is in question, that is, whether what mattered most were 
rules of disclosure, the relationships and the power structure up-
held by those rules, or the empirical content of the leaks.  

Breaking the rules that maintain the structure of a system is a 
very significant act, arguably more than the leak of discrete bits of 
often unremarkable data. The official spokesman for the Pentagon, 
Geoff Morrell, confirmed as much when speaking about whether 
US troops could be trusted with access to information generated 
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from higher levels. In language whose sanctimony and pompous 
pretence only magnifies the social effect of the “breach,” Morrell 
declared: “we instill an incredible degree of trust and responsibility 
in our most junior officers and our most junior enlisted,” and that 
clamping down on access, which would represent internal distrust, 
was not then being considered as officials would “not want to do 
anything to jeopardize the fundamental goodness of this trusting 
relationship that has existed for decades in the United States mili-
tary” (DoD, 2010b). 

In some ethnographic studies, a secret is something everybody 
knows, but agrees not to talk about, or not to talk about except in 
certain ways (Piot, 1993). This does not seem entirely applicable to 
the WikiLeaks case, where in many cases we did not know certain 
secrets, and when we did, many certainly talked about them openly. 
The latter fact could be seen as stemming from the public’s alien-
ation from governance, as having no real stake in the system and 
hence freely speaking about the open secrets, which would be an-
other of the revelations wrought by WikiLeaks, even if the organi-
zation were not conscious of this.  

If “secrets are meant to be told,” as some anthropologists have 
contended is the case in most societies where secrecy is practiced 
(see Bellman, 1984), then if accurate this further distances the dis-
cussion away from content and toward rules. Secrecy thus has to 
do more with excluding the non-members of a social unit, than 
with content; language metaphorically alludes to concealed infor-
mation, in societies where members agree on the rules (Bellman, 
1984; see also Rosaldo, 1984, and Weiner, 1984). What defines a 
secret then is not its content, but who gets to tell it (see Brenneis & 
Myers, 1984; Bellman, 1984; Rosaldo, 1984). 

Who gets to tell it also alludes to a body of people governed by 
certain rules. Secrets can help to create communal affect, by includ-
ing some in knowledge of the secret, and excluding others, thus 
creating both boundaries and alliances (Kasfir, 2010; Gable, 1997, 
p. 230, fn. 7). How the secret gets told can involve what some call 
“deep talk,” that is allusive, metaphoric speech (Bellman, 1984, pp. 
76, 140). However, the concept of “deep talk” should be amplified 
with the more colloquial concept of “double talk,” as when Presi-
dent Obama hailed himself, ironically, as “a big supporter of non-
censorship,” stating rather surprisingly: “I think that the more 
freely information flows, the stronger the society becomes, because 
then citizens of countries around the world can hold their own 
governments accountable. They can begin to think for themselves” 
(Branigan, 2009/11/16). One view might be that Obama was being 
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dryly “honest”: these qualities of openness, accountability, and 
freedom of thought are not meant for the US, where patriotism 
and national security reign paramount. These qualities are instead 
meant to be practiced by the targets of US destabilization—their 
absence used to justify interference, and their presence allowing for 
the regularization of interference. 

How information attains the value of being secret is also critical. With 
reference to magic, some hold that the secret is a “privileged pos-
session,” and that secrecy “elevates the value of the thing con-
cealed” making it seem “desirable” and “powerful”—magicians 
exploit this in order to give significance to their knowledge, and to 
conceal it from scepticism, indeed, to provide a means by which 
their own scepticism may be muted (Luhrmann, 1989, p. 161). To 
make knowledge unquestionable, it needs to be surrounded with 
“sacredness” (Rappaport, 1979). 

Being initiated into a secret society requires respect for the 
rules of secrecy, unsurprisingly. In an extreme rendition of this 
principle, joining the US diplomatic corps has meant that career 
services offices at some US universities, and some newspapers, 
published notices to students advising them not to read the 
WikiLeaks cables, or risk any future employment prospects with 
the US government (Grinberg, 2010/12/8; Dortch, 2010/12/9). In 
this case, students had to agree to not know the secrets that every-
body knew, in advance of joining the institutions that created the 
information that was now no longer secret. Clearly, secrecy and ra-
tionality are not partners. That secrecy flourishes in the presence of 
irrationality, can be seen in the demand made by the Pentagon 
spokesman, Geoff Morrell, who instructed WikiLeaks to “return” 
the documents—as if a physical body of original paper files that 
had not been received as copies of electronic data (DoD, 2010b). 
Adding to the apparent irrationality is the US state’s injunction 
against staff reading the same reports—which they or their col-
leagues might have produced—and which were published by 
WikiLeaks, even when such files are available internally. Assange 
describes this irrationality in terms of a logic of maintaining the 
sanctity of classification: 

“While a given document can be read by cleared staff when it 
issues from classified government repositories, it is forbidden for 
the same staff to set eyes on the exact same document when it 
emerges from a public source. Should cleared employees of the 
national security state read such documents in the public 
domain, they are expected to self-report their contact with the 
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newly profaned object, and destroy all traces of it”. (Assange, 
2015) 

Even without being initiated into formal membership, the 
other principle that comes into view is that of responsibility—
responsibility better understood as submission, or as collusion. In 
order to gain legitimacy from the state, with the promise of possi-
bly being included among its ranks of “authorized” knowledge 
bearers, it is important to abide by the rules of “responsibility”. To 
be irresponsible, is also to be a threat. As Senator Joseph Lieber-
man commanded, “no responsible company—whether American 
or foreign—should assist WikiLeaks in its efforts to disseminate 
these stolen materials,” and he referred to WikiLeaks’ disclosures as 
“illegal, outrageous, and reckless acts” (Arthur, 2010/12/7). Simi-
larly, Bill Keller, editor of The New York Times which for a while 
partnered with WikiLeaks in publishing these disclosures, distanced 
Julian Assange by referring to him merely—and inaccurately—as a 
“source” thus denying him membership in the club of responsible 
journalists (Benkler, 2011, pp. 37–38). While it called for action 
against Assange, the White House, according to Keller, “thanked 
us for handling the documents with care” (Keller, 2011/1/30).3 

The Pentagon itself seemed keen to distance the New York Times 
from WikiLeaks, stating that they doubted the former would de-
scribe itself as the latter’s partner (DoD, 2010b). 

Crisis, Secret Arrangements, and Neoliberal Restructuring 

The WikiLeaks releases occasioned a sense of crisis among the 
powerful. Eric Wolf argued that, “we owe to social anthropology 
the insight that the arrangements of a society become most visible 
when they are challenged by crisis” (Wolf, 1990, p. 593). For Wolf, 
power is at least in part manifested in the ability to shape the 
“arena” in which interactions take place (1990, p. 586), and that 
implies the rules that govern those interactions. But power is also 
“implicated in meaning through its role in upholding one version 
of significance as true” against competing versions (Wolf, 1990, p. 
591). Secrecy matters here: “To keep a secret creates the sense of 
the secret’s power without the need for its demonstration” (Luhr-
mann, 1989, pp. 142–143). 

Crisis may make some rules become visible, but it can also 
usher in a new set of invisible rules as seen in what anthropologist 
Janine Wedel describes in her 2009 book, Shadow Elite, as the re-
structuring of government in the US towards work done by insider-
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outsiders, that is, “flexians”. These flexians occupy multiple roles in 
state, non-state and parastatal organizations such as think tanks, 
academia, business, the media, and military contracting, with in-
creased power even when it comes to making policy. They are 
higher order “force multipliers”. As private contractors, doing the 
work formerly done by public servants who were at least nominally 
accountable to the public, these flexians pursue what Wedel calls a 
“coincidence of interests” and have “privileged access to official in-
formation” (2009, pp. 1, 3). This privileged access even allows 
some flexians (such as the notorious neoconservatives, Richard 
Perle, Paul Wolfowitz, and Douglas Feith) to provide classified in-
formation to a foreign power (Israel), without ever facing prosecu-
tion (Wedel, 2009, pp. 148–149). Similarly, the White House Iraq 
Group, attached to Vice-President Dick Cheney, was also involved 
in deliberately leaking intelligence to the media (Wedel, 2009, p. 
186). The result of the post-Cold War redesign of governing—“the 
privatization of the state by the state” (Kryshtanovskaya in Wedel, 
2009, p. 7)—results in “increased authority delegated to private 
players” which “has enabled them to become guardians of informa-
tion once resting in the hands of state and international authorities” 
(Wedel, 2009, p. 4).  

The information security that WikiLeaks threatens, as we are 
told by flexians such as Geoff Morrell (who, not coincidentally, has 
worked both as a journalist and the Pentagon spokesman), is in fact 
the security of a fragmented order of power marked by the “fre-
quent relinquishing of information by states to all manner of pri-
vate players”—particularly, private players with multiple loyalties 
beyond the home state (2009, p. 9). Official information, previously 
available to both government and theoretically the public (or legally 
in some cases), is now increasingly privatized (2009, p. 10). As 
gatekeepers of inside access and knowledge, flexians are able to 
“brand information and control its applications” (Wedel, 2009, p. 
16).  

Wedel saw that state agencies such as the Pentagon had started 
to recruit “the next generation of workers who are tech savvy, 
open-minded, multi-tasking, and perhaps unprepared for command 
and control environments” (2009, p. 39)—which almost perfectly 
describes the source of the largest leaks to WikiLeaks, Chelsea 
Manning, as well as Edward Snowden, the source of the leaks on 
the National Security Agency. In the case of Snowden, we see yet 
another example of the force multiplier concept coming to ruin; 
perhaps the boomerang should have inspired Pentagon thinking 
instead. 
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What WikiLeaks threatens is this new, neoliberal order of re-
designed government, and it does so by radically dropping the price 
of access to privileged information and returning it to the public. 
Cry as she might about law, security, and responsibility, Hillary 
Clinton herself operated as a flexian: as a private citizen, but mar-
ried to then President Bill Clinton, she chaired the Task Force on 
National Health Reform. She was not then a public official, yet she 
asserted the right to conduct proceedings behind closed doors, 
thwarting public monitoring and accountability (for more on this 
see Wedel, 2009, p. 101). Of course she would feel threatened by 
WikiLeaks—her effort, however, is to make the rest of us believe 
that threats to positions such as those she wielded, are somehow 
threats to everyone. Yet the secrecy itself proves that the US is far 
from a “republic of everyone,” but rather a corporate-oligarchic 
system (Kapferer, 2005; Gilens & Page, 2014; Guerin, 2014), where 
the very few presume to manage and control the great majority in 
the interests of the same few. “Irresponsibility” thus means the 
failure to obey the laws of submission, denying the role of authori-
ties to authorize. 

Julian Assange: Information Politics and Government as 
Conspiracy 

There is some correspondence between Assange’s views on infor-
mation, secrecy, and state power and those of both Weberian and 
US libertarian inspiration, as suggested by the quote from James 
Madison in Stiglitz (1999, p. 5): “A popular government without 
popular information or the means of acquiring it is but a prologue 
to a farce or a tragedy or perhaps both”. This creates part of the 
dualism of WikiLeaks: when it stresses the content of its leaks, it 
does so in a context where it defends itself as journalism; when it 
instead stresses its identity as one that is about freedom-of-
information activism, it is inevitably dealing with the rules governing 
access to information.4 This dual approach to its self-description 
reveals more than just that: it is a dual theoretical approach to con-
fronting secret information, which arises from WikiLeaks’ self-
analysis, as revealed in this passage: 

“we’re an activist organization. The method is transparency, the 
goal is justice. Part of the method is journalism. But it is our 
end-goal to achieve justice, and it’s our sources’ goals, usually, to 
also achieve justice”. (Assange, 2010) 
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Julian Assange’s theory of power and secrecy differs to a con-
siderable extent from what has been presented by anthropologists 
thus far—and to be fair, given the age of this chapter (see the Ac-
knowledgments below), the version of Assange’s theory discussed 
here is primarily that which took shape up to 2011, but is otherwise 
a work in progress that manifests considerable change in the pre-
sent (see Assange, 2015). In summary, thanks to Benkler (2011, p. 
40), Assange posited that:  

1) Authoritarian regimes depend on secrecy in hiding their in-
ternal communications from the public that is subject to 
state suppression;  

2) Secrecy is vital to minimizing the potential for resistance, 
by essentially keeping the public ignorant of the backstage 
machinations; and, 

3) By exposing the internal communications of authoritarian 
regimes, regimes will be forced to further tighten restric-
tions on their information, thereby slowing internal com-
munications, and thus decreasing the ability of the regimes 
to work effectively.  

Much of Assange’s analysis of power seems to over-emphasize 
the instrumentality of data, to the exclusion of meaning and affect. 
This can lead to a misunderstanding of the proliferation of per-
sonal smear pieces in the media, and an overabundance of articles 
on the so-called “rape” allegations faced by Assange in Sweden. 
The result is that Assange may perceive this as simply designed to 
create an “interference pattern” (see Benkler, 2011, p. 21) in media 
coverage of WikiLeaks, as if designed solely to undermine or re-
shape the Google visibility of WikiLeaks releases. While no doubt 
in part correct, this perspective might not offer an adequate expla-
nation for either the sustained nature of this production of per-
sonal coverage, and might overlook the deeper significance of the 
pieces: to class Assange as an irresponsible, reckless, dangerous, 
and even literally dirty outsider. (Assange himself has come to see 
the “contamination” undertones of the accusations launched by the 
US [Assange, 2015].). Articles in mainstream news coverage form 
rungs on a growing step-ladder of demonization, aimed at training 
public opinion to more and more see Assange as a serious prob-
lem—a problem that needs “fixing” by state authorities. In addi-
tion, though Assange shows some awareness at times of the 
multiple loyalties of those attacking him from their positions in the 
media, the focus on interference patterns can obscure the nature of 
flexian governance that he is up against. The result of Assange’s 
analysis is a picture of an all-knowing, centralized, conspiratorial 
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state and various dupes and sellouts (force multipliers) that serve 
them, which minimizes the social importance of networks whose 
rules of information control are challenged by WikiLeaks. 

Assange’s analytical emphasis is on the mechanics of informa-
tion control, which is a necessary emphasis, even if incomplete on 
its own. Assange speaks of the need to “discover technological 
changes that embolden us with ways to act in which our forebears 
could not” (Assange, 2011). His view of power reduces to a vision 
of “collaborative secrecy,” behaviour which, as he says, can be de-
fined as “conspiratorial” (Assange, 2011). “Literacy and the com-
munications revolution,” he argues has,  

“empowered conspirators with new means to conspire, 
increasing the speed of accuracy of their interactions and thereby 
the maximum size a conspiracy may achieve before it breaks 
down. Conspirators who have this technology are able to out 
conspire conspirators without it. For the same costs they are able 
to achieve a higher total conspiratorial power”. (Assange, 2011) 

With a view that sees the information technology architectures of 
power more clearly than anything else, Assange says that,  

“our will came from a quite extraordinary notion of power, 
which was that with some clever mathematics you can, very 
simply...enable any individual to say no to the most powerful 
state. So if you and I agree on a particular encryption code, and 
it is mathematically strong, then the forces of every superpower 
brought to bear on that code still cannot crack it”. (quoted in 
Obirst, 2011) 

Again, this does more than just transfer the array of struggles be-
tween civil society and the state to the cyber domain; in fact, it 
seems to reduce all such conflict to the virtual and informational 
planes alone, to a question of mathematics.  

At the very least, Assange has a more serious theory of “force 
multipliers” than anything we saw from military and political circles 
in the US in the Introduction to this volume. On the other hand, 
his theory shares something in common with the “force multipli-
ers” notion. Here I turn to Baudrillard’s (2005) critique of the fet-
ishizing of “information” as a “machine” and its destruction of true 
knowledge and meaning, condemning the “immense banalization 
of life by the information machine” (p. 134): 

“The policing of events is essentially carried out by information 
itself. Information represents the most effective machinery for 
de-realizing history. Just as political economy is a gigantic 
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machinery for producing value, for producing signs of wealth, 
but not wealth itself, so the whole system of information is an 
immense machine for producing the event as sign, as an 
exchangeable value on the universal market of ideology, of 
spectacle, of catastrophe, etc.—in short, for producing a non-
event. The abstraction of information is the same as the 
abstraction of the economy. And, as all commodities, thanks to 
this abstraction of value, are exchangeable one with another, so 
all events become substitutable one for another in the cultural 
information market. The singularity of the event, irreducible to 
its coded transcription and its staging, which is what quite simply 
constitutes an event, is lost. We are passing into a realm where 
events no longer truly take place, by dint of their very 
production and dissemination in ‘real time’—where they become 
lost in the void of news and information. The sphere of 
information is like a space where, after having emptied events of 
their substance, an artificial gravity is re­created and they are put 
back in orbit in “real time”—where, having shorn them of 
historical vitality, they are re-projected on to the transpolitical 
stage of information. The non-event is not when nothing 
happens. It is, rather, the realm of perpetual change, of a 
ceaseless updating, of an incessant succession in real time, which 
produces this general equivalence, this indifference, this banality 
that characterizes the zero degree of the event....We have, then, 
to pass through the non-event of news coverage (information) to 
detect what resists that coverage. To find, as it were, the ‘living 
coin’ of the event. To make a literal analysis of it, against all the 
machinery of commentary and stage-management that merely 
neutralizes it. Only events set free from news and information 
(and us with them) create a fantastic longing. These alone are 
‘real,’ since there is nothing to explain them and the imagination 
welcomes them with open arms”. (Baudrillard, 2005, pp. 121–
122, 133) 

Baudrillard would thus have a very strong criticism of the mecha-
nism of information presented in WikiLeaks’ theory. Indeed, many 
of the authors cited in this chapter themselves make no distinction 
between information and knowledge. One of the problems that can 
present us with is that concerns focused on information as such—
on data—serve to reduce knowledge, and the process of gaining 
knowledge, to an extractive process. In more extreme ways, this 
manner of thinking can be used to shut down debate—“don’t tell 
me what you think, professor,” the US student militarist tells the 
“radical” professor whose name is listed on Campus Watch, “just 
tell me what you know”. In other words, give me information, 
quick, and hold the knowledge. 



CHAPTER  SEVEN 
 

209 

On another plane, in terms of conspiracy, the question that 
comes up is how much of a conspiracy is the phenomenon ana-
lyzed by Assange. Wedel argues that what we instead witness, in the 
case of the neoconservative flexians who penetrated deep into the 
George W. Bush administration, is not a conspiracy but rather a 
“coincidence of interests” and a “coordination of effort” (2009, p. 
153)—where some activities and information are kept secret, but 
much else is made public, including the identities and networks of 
association of those Assange would call the conspirators. Yet, if 
they were conspirators in the commonly-understood sense, and if 
secrecy was really secret, we might not even know who they were 
in the first place. However, given what was outlined in the Intro-
duction to this volume, certain US diplomats and military strate-
gists themselves choose to write in conspiratorial terms, which tend 
to validate Assange’s approach. 

What is particularly interesting about Assange’s theory and 
practice is the extent to which it virtually annuls Foucault’s work 
on governmentality, rendering it both less useful and less interest-
ing. Foucault tends to minimize state violence and state coercion. 
Foucault typically locates surveillance outside of the state, positing 
surveillance as something that is distributed, which takes the form 
of self-monitoring and compliance. If Foucault de-centres the state, 
then Assange has fully re-centred it. Assange is not alone in doing 
so of course; among those in agreement is the US military itself, 
which in its recent National Military Strategy asserts: “states remain 
the international system’s dominant actors. They are preeminent in 
their capability to harness power, focus human endeavors, and 
provide security” (DoD, 2015, p. 2). 

Lastly, it should be noted that very recently some of Julian As-
sange’s analysis of secrecy has come to more closely resemble what 
is found in older anthropological treatments, especially on the 
question of “magic,” the sacred and profane, and the rites of privi-
leged access. For example, in his introductory chapter for The 
WikiLeaks Files: The World According to US Empire, Assange writes 
on the US state’s religious approach to classification: 

“Many religions and cults imbue their priestly class with 
additional scarcity value by keeping their religious texts secret 
from the public or the lower orders of the devoted. This 
technique also permits the priestly class to adopt different 
psychological strategies for different levels of indoctrination.... 
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“The implication is that there is a non-physical property that 
inhabits documents once they receive their classification 
markings, and that this magical property is extinguished, not by 
copying the document, but by making the copy public. The now 
public document has, to devotees of the national security state, 
not merely become devoid of this magical property and reverted 
to a mundane object, it has been inhabited by another non- 
physical property: an evil one. 

“This kind of religious thinking has consequences. Not only is it 
the excuse used by the US government to block millions of 
people working for the ‘state within a state’ from reading more 
than thirty different WikiLeaks domains—the same excuse that 
was used to block the New York Times, Guardian, Der Spiegel, Le 
Monde, El País, and other outlets publishing WikiLeaks 
materials”. (Assange, 2015) 

As Assange notes in the same text, the “religious hysteria” gener-
ated by the state might be “laughable,” were it not for the fact that 
many US scholars take it seriously—seriously enough that, “the 
US-based International Studies Quarterly (ISQ), a major international 
relations journal, adopted a policy against accepting manuscripts 
based on WikiLeaks material—even where it consists of quotes or 
derived analysis” (Assange, 2015). 

The State as a Network 

Through the conflict between WikiLeaks and the US, we also learn 
more about the actual expanse of state power, which embraces 
non-state actors and extra-legal means. As Benkler (2011, p. 18) put 
it: “The integrated, cross-system attack on WikiLeaks, led by the 
U.S. government with support from other governments, private 
companies, and online vigilantes, provides an unusually crisp win-
dow into the multi-system structure of freedom and constraint”. 
Also interesting to note is how the state and pro-state actions were 
combined without being centrally coordinated, as if mimicking the 
decentralized structure of various counterattacks from Anony-
mous, consumer boycotts, and the distribution of WikiLeaks clone 
sites. As Benkler (2011, p. 26) observes, this is an “implicit alliance” 
(we might find some of Wedel’s flexians here), “a public-private 
partnership between the firms that operate the infrastructure and 
the government that encourages them to help in its war on terror” 
which “was able to achieve extra-legally much more than law would 
have allowed the state to do by itself”.  
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The Code of Silence 

Perhaps one way to configure the results of this dual-focus analysis 
of secrecy from the perspectives of WikiLeaks and anthropology 
would be to consider how “code” is understood by each side. For 
WikiLeaks, code essentially has to do with data, with cryptographic 
codes, with breaking through the electronic walls that form the in-
frastructure of secrecy. These things exist, Assange has personally 
done battle with them, and there is no denying the validity of his 
experience and the logic of his understanding.  

For anthropologists, there is another kind of “code” that they 
instead emphasize. This is the code of conduct—code in terms of 
the rules, personal loyalties, the sociolinguistic code of discretion in 
speech, and the political code of privilege that governs who gets to 
divulge certain information. These two codes are not entirely dis-
similar. We may or may not gain from combining our diverse un-
derstandings of code into one unitary, synthetic approach. But 
perhaps the more immediate and less abstract lesson to learn here 
is that just as Assange has mastered the art of electronic hacking 
(information is power), anthropologists have mastered another 
hacking, that which exposes the meanings, rituals, and bonds that 
construct certain ideas as sacred information (the power that cre-
ates information). 

Information Supremacy? 

Finally, and returning to some of the US military’s assumptions of 
“full-spectrum dominance” addressed in the Introduction, which to 
some extent are shared yet more maturely developed by Assange, 
we have reason to be sceptical about the power of information, es-
pecially information assumed to be “the truth”. Information is not 
power, nor is it knowledge, let alone a philosophy of knowledge. It 
is, at best, raw material for potential knowledge. Nor does everyone 
have access to the same information, as some netizens would flat-
ter themselves in thinking. There are still numerous paywalls and 
firewalls, and even having physical access ensures neither use nor 
the ability to understand, that is, the ability to access intellectually. 
Greater access to information then is literally meaningless. In the 
absence of motivation, the right questions, and the skills needed to 
make meaning out of information, leaks only have symbolic value. 

There are many criticisms of WikiLeaks, and Assange’s theory, 
criticisms that are sometimes based on tenuous foundations: that if 
the imperial state continues in spite of the leaks, then Assange has 
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failed, and his theory is a failure. That is a bit too hasty. First, real 
history does not move at the speed of Twitter, and we are not yet 
in a position to ascertain the full outcome of the now regular publi-
cation of leaks, large and small. Our theories and descriptions will 
largely determine how we discern the outcome. Second, there is a 
mistake made in concluding that because WikiLeaks failed to dis-
rupt the flexians’ order, that it is not a threat. Clearly, WikiLeaks 
does undermine the social relationships of power constructed 
around the management of information, while undermining the 
ability of the US to effectively use “soft power” on issues of press 
freedom, government transparency, and individual civil liberties, 
which are also core areas of the neoliberal agenda. We would have 
been mistaken to assume that dramatic, earth-shattering conse-
quences would arise from the publication of so many leaks. How-
ever, what damage there has been to the imperial order has been 
significant in terms of the erosion of the propaganda produced by 
key states such as the US and its allies, at a time when they are des-
perate to salvage credibility following the invasions and occupa-
tions of Afghanistan and especially Iraq (and now Libya). The 
government of the UK specifically identifies the risk of “political 
harm or embarrassment” that can arise from the leak of classified 
documents—as we learn from a document leaked to WikiLeaks 
(Ministry of Defence [MoD], 2001, p. 2-26). In a wide definition of 
what constitutes a “threat,” the UK’s MoD explains that “the ‘en-
emy’ is unwelcome publicity of any kind, and through any me-
dium” (MoD, 2001, p. 17-3). Anthropologists would well 
understand the significance and value of symbols, public image 
management, credibility/credulity, and reputation, all of which are 
involved in the latter statement. Also noteworthy is the number of 
times that MoD lists “investigative journalists” along with “terrorist 
groups,” often placing these two together in the same sentence (see 
WikiLeaks, 2009).  

Others have also convincingly laid out a series of WikiLeaks’ 
successes that I need not recite here (see Hawley, 2011), with some 
insisting that, “the world has changed in major ways for democratic 
possibilities, with WikiLeaks as a catalyst” (Solomon, 2015). The 
fact that Assange is so consistently rebuked, reviled, and demon-
ized by government officials, political elites, and members of the 
corporate media, is taken as evidence of the power of WikiLeaks’ 
sting. More than that, it is evidence of how much we are intended 
not to know, while being asked to continue supporting the domi-
nant classes. As Solomon (2015) explains,  
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“in acute contrast to so many at the top of the corporate media 
and governmental food chains, Assange insists that democracy 
requires the ‘consent of the governed’ to be informed consent. 
While powerful elites work 24/7 to continually gain the 
uninformed consent of the governed, WikiLeaks has opposite 
concerns”.  

This is a critical revelation in itself that WikiLeaks has helped to 
magnify, one that should cause us to debate to what extent hegem-
ony is really based on the “consent” of the governed—as so many 
adaptations of Gramsci would have us believe, thereby implicating 
the dominated in their own domination. It is also a strong blow to 
the “democracy” myth reproduced in Western, namely US interna-
tional propaganda campaigns. Ours is shown to be a democracy 
that daily operates on the basis of lies, secrets, and mass ignorance. 
That reminders of this fact are constantly needed, only reaffirms 
the value of WikiLeaks’ continued work.5 

On the other hand, there are clearly flaws with the assumptions 
at the base of Assange’s theory of information freedom. We are 
daily proving ourselves to be better informed than ever and yet 
somehow more powerless and passive than ever. A more visible 
imperial state is not one that is less imperial. The “shadow elite” 
continues in its daily operations seemingly unruffled by the all too 
rare examples of a Manning or Snowden. Their position is even 
more of an open secret, in the words of one reviewer of this chap-
ter. Spectacular disclosure has annoyed the imperial state, but appar-
ently it has not disrupted it—however, this may also be due to the 
fact that the disclosures have not been as regular or as extensive as 
they might yet be.  

However, it would still be a mistake to believe that the shadow 
elite can function without some expectation of secrecy, especially 
given the extent to which regime change is tied to market consid-
erations and converted into insider trading schemes—all of which 
require a tight and exclusive control over information: 

“Since corporate property was always restored after a successful 
regime change [with 24 national leaders installed by the CIA], 
these operations were potentially profitable to nationalized 
companies. If foreknowledge of these operations was truly 
secret, then precoup asset prices should not have reflected the 
expected future gains. However, this article shows that not only 
were U.S.-supported coups valuable to partially nationalized 
multinationals, but in addition, asset traders arbitraged 
supposedly ‘top-secret’ information concerning plans to 
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overthrow foreign governments”. (Dube, Kaplan & Naidu, 
2011, pp. 1375-1376) 

What we learn is that some of the top US-based transnational cor-
porations benefited “from top-secret events, suggesting informa-
tion flows from covert operations into markets” (Dube, Kaplan & 
Naidu, 2011, p. 1376). 

What does anthropology have to learn from the experience and 
practice of WikiLeaks? For an anthropology of international rela-
tions, for the study of imperialism, for more documentary depth on 
the US and NATO occupations of Afghanistan and Iraq, for criti-
cal analysis of the foreign policy realities shielded by diplomats, and 
to develop a stronger realization of how mass media are manipu-
lated as instruments of elites that form part of the military-
industrial complex, then the study of WikiLeaks itself, and the 
documents it has released, are indispensable. As a mode of research 
that differs from Western anthropology’s current ethnographic fet-
ishism, WikiLeaks shows exactly how “studying up” can mature 
and expand in practice. From these vantage points, I believe that 
WikiLeaks has had more to teach anthropology about both re-
search methodology in the context of contemporary geopolitics, 
than vice versa. 

Acknowledgements 

This chapter has an unusual history. Beginning first as a series of essays 
published online, primarily in CounterPunch and Zero Anthropology, it then 
became a paper presented at a conference; then it became a book chapter 
for a volume that the editor chose to leave behind, even though contribu-
tors were told it had been awarded an advance contract from Oxford 
University Press; and, more recently, it was developed into an article for a 
special issue of Anthropologie et Sociétés, which furnished three reviews from 
peers.  
 Though the article passed peer review (but with many inconsistent, 
contradictory, and deeply problematic comments and recommendations 
for revision), I chose to withdraw it from publication in Anthropologie et 
Sociétés. Unfortunately, apart from lacking time to do the requested revi-
sions in short order, I had several serious reservations about the nature of 
some of the comments. Rather than allow the work to continue to lan-
guish in oblivion, or sequester it behind a paywall, I decided to make it 
freely available to a wider audience. I am generally thankful to both the 
editors, issue editors, and three anonymous reviewers, some of whose 
comments were useful for developing the updated and revised final ver-
sion that appears here. 



CHAPTER  SEVEN 
 

215 

 This is also an unusual chapter because though ostensibly self-
published, it has probably been kicked around more than most papers, 
after several stages of peer review and revision, over a period of years. 
However, as an elder colleague once said, “you only get to kick the cat so 
many times before it runs away”. Hence, here is my cat. 
 I am thankful to the organizers of “Leaks, Lies, and Red Tape: State 
Secrecy and its Discontents,” for inviting me to participate in the session 
which took place at the conference of the American Anthropological As-
sociation, held in Montreal on November 18, 2011. In addition, I wish to 
thank several WikiLeaks supporters, for their numerous leads, sugges-
tions, debates, and analyses, in particular some of those who were once 
involved with writing for WL Central, but who remain anonymous. A fair 
portion of the documents and news articles which initially formed the 
foundation for this research came thanks to their recommendations. 
None of these acknowledgments are meant to imply any sort of endorse-
ment for the contents of this chapter. 

Notes 

1 The three persons in question are Laurie Rush (Cultural Resource 
Management at Ft. Drum, NY), Kerry Fosher (affiliated with Syra-
cuse University and the Marine Corps Intelligence Activity [MCIA]), 
and Laura McNamara (Sandia National Laboratories)—see the 
CEAUSSIC page at: 

 http://web.archive.org/web/20081121014400/http://www.aaanet.o
rg/cmtes/commissions/CEAUSSIC/index.cfm. 

2  To allay the concerns of one reviewer, it is doubtful that Wedel is re-
ferring to Foucault’s treatment of the concept of governmentality, or 
whether she means that in government circles themselves “govern-
ance” is only recently the new buzzword. I suspect it is the latter, and 
that what she describes is how government insiders use the term gov-
ernance, which is not the same idea as governmentality. 

3 It was interesting to watch some US anthropologists discussing 
WikiLeaks on Twitter in 2010, sharing inchoate gripes about the or-
ganization and Assange personally, while endorsing an incompetent 
and collaborationist rival, OpenLeaks, whose founder actually de-
stroyed thousands of Afghan war documents. To date, not only has 
OpenLeaks never published anything (but has erased a lot), it is no 
longer even open, having surrendered even its Internet domain name. 
I suspect that the fact that most US anthropologists vote Democrat, 
have known sympathies for Obama, and retain some margin of patri-
otism, likely motivated them to join the media-orchestrated chorus of 
denunciation of WikiLeaks, without a gram of their much vaunted 
“reflexivity” ever on display. On the other hand, I am not a neutral 
party either—more than once I have donated funds to WikiLeaks, 
published articles in its defence, and used Zero Anthropology as a part-
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ner website that hosts WikiLeaks documents so as to ensure access 
during numerous distributed-denial-of-service attacks against 
WikiLeaks’ websites. As a result, I was publicly listed as a “media 
contact” by WikiLeaks. Nonetheless, on numerous points of political 
theory and practice, I depart significantly from WikiLeaks, including 
its past anarcho-libertarian messaging; the convictions it sometimes 
shares in common with the US State Department; the manner it can 
soften itself to appeal to mainstream media; and, its sometimes naive 
analysis and resultant enthusiasm for the regime change extravaganza 
that delighted Western cyber-spectators, known as the “Arab Spring,” 
among other differences in perspective and practice. Assange’s the-
ory, however, is a work in progress. 

4 For a much more in-depth view of WikiLeaks self-descriptions as an 
activist organization around issues of freedom of information, see the 
organization’s older “About” page on its former website, now ar-
chived at:  

 http://web.archive.org/web/20080328010014/www.wikileaks.org/w
iki/Wikileaks:About. 

5 It may be disappointing, but nonetheless important to note that none 
of the anthropologists who reviewed an earlier version of this chapter 
seemed to have any concern for this question of democracy, when 
accusing WikiLeaks of having achieved so little. 
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