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                            The Consequences of Ignoring Narratives  

                                               By Kaitlyn Angrove  

In just the last two years alone, ninety percent of the data in the world was generated. 

From 2016 to 2018 an estimated 479 million people became internet users, with an estimated 3.4 

billion people already online. 
1
 In the Western world, the ways in which the average person 

receives news has drastically changed. The 24-hour breaking news cycle, Twitter and Facebook 

allow stories to be picked up in a matter of seconds. Elected officials often use social media to 

share news and policy positions directly, sidestepping the need for the press. This new age of 

information forces government institutions to innovate or lose out on important opportunities. 

The State Department and Public Diplomacy Actors must now deal with a constant stream of 

misinformation, disinformation and the highlighting of content that is harmful to one’s agenda.  

With its ability to reach millions of people in a matter of seconds, Twitter has become a 

necessary tool for those in government and public diplomacy. World leaders use their accounts 

to spread policy information and share their opinions on current events. The casualness of 

Twitter is often contrasted with the very real consequences that comes from unexpected tweets 

by people in positions of power. American President Donald Trump used his Twitter account to 

announce the banning of transgender people from serving in the US military. These tweets were 

published without notice to the Pentagon or military leaders. A few years ago, social media was 

viewed as a tool within the realm of soft power. That elected officials and government agencies 

would use it to amplify preexisting messages and policy points. Now, it can be used to threaten 

military actions against adversaries, and shatter diplomatic relationships through ill-advised or 

misinterpreted tweets.  

                                                 
1
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Scholars Harcup and O’Neill’s modern-day news values help explain why messages from 

verified accounts and public officials are so prone to turning into top news stories. Tweets from 

elected officials and government agencies can easily represent the values of relevance, the power 

elite, surprise, bad news, good news, magnitude and follow-up. 
2
 The power elite represents 

news stories involving elected officials, influential businessmen and individuals whose decisions 

impact the lives of many. Good and bad news is likely to be picked up because humans are 

interested in tragedy and triumph. Magnitude speaks to the number of people who would be 

affected by a news story or who have a personal connection to it, and follow-up involves taking 

an already popular news story and adding additional details. These values are some of the things 

that reporters and news outlets look for when choosing what to write about.  

By having one or more of these values, tweets from people in positions of power can 

create news stories that did not exist before, or to change the way in which people are reporting 

or understanding an ongoing event. Twitter is important for political leaders and actors in public 

diplomacy; not simply because of its ability to reach large groups of people and to create news, 

but rather in its ability to reinforce or change opinions of specific factions of individuals. PD 

actors and politicians can rely on partisan media to amplify and spread “news” for them. 

“Dynamics on the right tend to reinforce partisan statements, irrespective of their truth, and to 

punish actors- be they media outlets or politicians and pundits- who insist on speaking truths that 

are inconsistent with partisan frames and narratives dominant within the ecosystem.” 
3
 In the 

center and left most people seek out news sources that they consider to be objective in their 

reporting. They want their reporters to seek out information from credible sources. 

                                                 
2
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3
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Disinformation and countering biases is done through fact and source checking. It is not to say 

that their media ecosystems do not confirm their preexisting views of how the world works, but 

rather that when disinformation or biased reporting is done there are people and systems in place 

to counter it. We know that people use Twitter to reaffirm their existing biases, and that they are 

vulnerable to disinformation so long as it fits their preexisting ideologies. As a platform, Twitter 

has done little to stop the spread of misinformation and propaganda. The toxic, partisan, and 

propaganda filled portions of social media platforms make the content of messages from good 

faith PD actors even more valuable. While those doing public diplomacy cannot separate 

themselves or their messaging from preexisting echo-chambers and partisan actors, they do have 

the opportunity to shift perspectives and counter extremism.  

When Online Diplomacy Goes Wrong 

“In theory, a significant amount of soft power, the ability to convince rather than coerce 

others to act with shared goals-could accrue to the diplomats who use social media effectively.” 
4
 

The possibility of accumulating soft power and the furthering of one’s foreign affairs agenda 

makes having an online presence a must for PD actors. This increase of soft power also brings 

with it, great responsibility. The following sections will explore a time in which public 

diplomacy on Twitter went terribly wrong. I will first analyze the media landscapes of the 

nations involved in the diplomatic crisis, the preexisting narratives of the targeted state, the failed 

messaging and the ways in which the crisis could have been avoided. This case study will serve 

as what to do and what not to when undertaking public diplomacy online.  

                                                 
4
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Following the lead of the United States, Canada has spent the better part of the past two 

decades forging a relationship with Saudi Arabia. The Saudi’s opposition to Iran made trade 

between the two states possible. This relationship brought thousands of Saudi Arabian’s to 

Canada to pursue higher education opportunities. Most of the Saudi students had their education 

paid for directly from government scholarships and grants. Without the support of the Saudi 

government, these students would not have been able to afford to study in Canada. The 

relationship between the two countries hinged on Canada’s ability to occasionally make 

statements about the Saudi’s needing to respect due process and for the Saudi’s to be able to buy 

military equipment from Canada. The election of Prime Minister (PM) Trudeau became a 

pressure point as previous PM Harper had brokered a deal selling Canadian military vehicles to 

Saudi Arabia. Trudeau allowed the deal to move forward, as he was not going to negate his 

predecessors’ obligations. While a multi-billion-dollar arms deal should have been a sign of 

positive relations between the states, Trudeau’s appointed cabinet and department officials had 

more progressive views than those under Harper. The change in Prime Minister, a shift in 

Canadian diplomatic goals, the ignoring of culturally relevant narratives, the effects of echo-

chambers and the radical leadership of Prince Mohammad Bin Salman (MBS), created the 

perfect storm for a diplomatic crisis of epic proportion. 
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The tweets shown above are from the Canadian Foreign Affairs Minister and the official 

Canadian Foreign Policy Twitter account. Upon the arrest of the sister of imprisoned human 

rights activist Rafi Badawi, Canadian foreign policy officials were undoubtedly incensed. Two 

years prior, the former Canadian Foreign Affairs Minister had met with his Saudi government 

counterpart to discuss human rights and specifically the imprisonment of Badawi. The Canadian 

position on his incarceration and the continued jailing of those who oppose MBS was not a new 

policy position. The Canadian government was using social media and new communication tools 

to assert its concern and commitment to advocating against human rights abuses. The tweet 

addressed policy priorities and aimed to promote national objectives.
5
 

Following Chrystia Freeland’s comments, Saudi Arabia declared the Canadian 

Ambassador to Saudi Arabia persona non grata and gave him just twenty-four hours to leave the 

                                                 
5
 Global Affairs Canada, “2018-2019 Priorities”, https://www.international.gc.ca/gac-amc/priorities-

priorites.aspx?lang=eng.    

about:blank
about:blank


Angrove 6 

 

country. 
6
 MBS then imposed an economic boycott on Canada and ordered all Saudi citizens 

studying at Canadian Universities to return to Saudi Arabia. MBS gave partial leniency to the 

1,000 medical trainees, by allowing them to stay in Canada until other assignments could be 

arranged.
7
 Some students filed asylum claims, and a few who were able to afford their schooling 

costs without the government’s assistance, stayed in Canada. MBS’s reaction to the tweets 

illustrates what happens when actors do not pay attention to their possible audiences, the ways in 

which their potential audiences understand themselves and outsiders, and how systems of 

propaganda and eco-chambers play out on social media platforms.  

Canadian Media Landscape 

 To understand how the crisis could have been avoided between Canada and Saudi Arabia, as 

well as make recommends on future communications and messaging from the Canadian Foreign 

Affairs Office to the Saudi’s, their media landscapes and audiences need to be analyzed.   

Since 1930, The Canadian Broadcasting Cooperation (CBC) has been offering public 

radio, news and television programing. The company broadcasts in both French and English as 

Canada is a bilingual country. There are also many commercial media companies that have 

programing on TV, the radio and online. Broadcasting regulations require companies to create 

and air Canadian programming.
8
 These quotas are critical as with Canada being previously under 

British Rule and The United States being geographically so close and producing enormous 

amounts of content, Canadians could easily only consume foreign made media and news. 

Additionally, the government provides grants and tax deductions for Canadian filmmakers and 

                                                 
6
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TV producers. Content quotas and organizations like The Discourse, a group that builds local 

digital news and connects independent writers with committees seeking journalists help keep 

Canadian interests and issues centered.  

Despite inroads made by increased interest in local journalism and CBC’s popularity, 

four major companies Bell, Rogers, Shaw and Telus own 70% of the Canadian media market. 
9
 

The four companies are operated by Canadians and do not have any foreign nationals or foreign 

companies with controlling amounts of stock. Only four corporations owning the lion’s share of 

the media market is concerning to some Canadians; with increased calls for breaking them up 

and stricter government regulations. In 2019 an estimated 96% of Canadians had access to and 

used the internet with 77% of all people going online for their news. 
10

 Reporters Without 

Borders ranks Canada 16
th

 in its 2020 World Press Freedom Index, a ranking that was 

maintained after its superior court ruled that special considerations must apply to journalists 

covering environmental protests by indigenous peoples.
11

 

Saudi Arabian Media Market  

 In Saudi Arabia radio, television, news both physical and digital are controlled and run by 

the state. While the only broadcaster of TV programing is state run, there is large consumption of 

satellite programing giving people access to pan-Arab content. 
12

 Newspapers and electronic 

publishing are subject to censorship. Journalists often face physical impediments such as the 

denying of visa to foreign writers, harassment, assault, imprisonment and even death. Digital 

                                                 
9
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10
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censorship takes place by “blocking websites, blogs and social media platforms, the use of online 

surveillance tools, targeted hacking, and the trolling and harassment of journalists.”
13

  

Reporters Without Borders ranks Saudi Arabia 170
th

 out of 179 nations in its 2020 World 

Press Freedom Index.
14

 With no independent media allowed, the surveillance of its journalists 

domestically and abroad, the imprisonment and torture of reporters indiscriminately and the 

murder of Washington Post Columnist Jamal Khashoggi on foreign soil all contribute to the low 

ranking. Since his appointment, MBS has created more restrictions, imprisoned more reporters 

and created more ways to censors his people off and online. Their ability to spy and collect data 

on their own people as well as foreign targets is of great concern.   

In 2018, around 75% of the population was online with and expected growth of 20% by 

2023. 
15

 Social media is widely popular in the state, with its own media mogul and billionaire 

Prince Alwaleed bin Tala holding around 5.2% or 35 million shares in Twitter.
16

 His stocks 

make him the second largest shareholder in the company, above co-founder Jack Dorsey. Within 

the Middle East, Saudi Arabians are among the most active of peoples on Facebook, Instagram, 

Snapchat, Twitter and LinkedIn. High rates of smartphone ownership and greater access to the 

internet allows Saudi’s to be connected to fellow citizens and to the rest of the world.   
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Differences in Canadian and Saudi Arabian Audiences 

 Now, with the basic knowledge of media markets in Canada and Saudi Araba, we can 

delve into how their populations see themselves and those in the world around them. To 

understand how Canadian and Saudi Arabian audiences operate we will look at their different 

identity and system narratives. “System narratives set out who are the important actors in the 

world, what characteristics they have, and what role they play. Thus, great powers, normal 

powers, rising powers, and rogue states are expected to behave in a particular way, and their 

actions are shaped, in part, by those expectations. Great powers must live up to their role not 

simply in their actions but through offering a compelling narrative of world order.”
17

 Identity 

narratives are about the qualities of actors in international affairs. They are fluid in nature, 

constantly being contested and questioned.  

Canadians see their nation as a part of the globalized liberal world order. They subscribe 

to both the importance of international law and state sovereignty, believe that all people are born 

with human rights, which are best secured through democratic processes and governing. While 

many Canadians may not agree with the ways in which America governs or its foreign policy 

positions, the system of the US- leading the international order is one that greatly benefits 

Canadians. Many see themselves and the Canadian government as having an important role to 

play in the US being the global “police”. In the realm of international affairs, Canada is often 

identified as an agreeable middle power. Its foreign policy positions seek to both strengthen and 

support human rights while also appeasing states that are also American allies. With Canada’s 

economy and national security so reliant on The United States, its identity narratives are rarely 

unique or separate from those of America and its former colonizer, The United Kingdom.  

                                                 
17

 Alister Miskimmon, Ben O’Loughlin, and Laura Roselle, Strategic Narratives, Communication Power and the 

New World Order, (New York: Routledge, 2013) 250.  
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Saudi Arabians see themselves as a part of the new and emerging Polycentric World 

Order. That many nations with different beliefs and ways of governing are going to take the 

place of a US-lead or liberal capitalist system. They see economic growth as an akin to progress 

and value the system of free trade agreements. Nationalism over globalism and states rights over 

global policing. The structure of the state and its interpretation of Islam rejects the notion that 

people are global citizens with inalienable human rights. Under MBS’s leadership, Saudi Arabia 

identity in international affairs has changed. The state is now seen by many as reckless and 

warmongering. Their relationship with Israel gives would be Muslim allies a negative 

impression. That its leadership and possibly its people put more value in power and money than 

in supporting the causes of other Muslim people. Its politics and positioning are driven by oil and 

ego.   

Canadian Framing and Islamist Extremist Master Narratives 

The framing of the tweets by the Canadian Foreign Affairs Minister and the official 

Canadian foreign policy account is that the arrest of Samar Badawi was wrong and against 

Canadian values. That the government of SA was continuing to show its blatant disregard for 

human rights and that Canada, and its allies, are better and would never consider doing such 

heinous things. The Canadian foreign affairs office wanted to make clear that the relationship 

between the two nations under Trudeau’s government would mean calling out abuses and 

pushing for more accountability. These tweets failed to consider preexisting master narratives in 

Islam, and how MBS and his sycophants can spin valid criticisms into seeming baseless attacks 

from westerners.  

Master narratives “are narratives whose component stories, by virtue of being widely 

shared and repeated across time, have become deeply embedded in a particular culture. Master 
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narratives occupy this middle ground by virtue of the fact that their stories are sometimes 

explicitly recounted, but otherwise have a taken-for-granted character. They serve as common 

knowledge for members of a culture.” 
18

 These master narratives can be used to support Islamist 

extremists and their goals. These aspirations have been described as the Three R’s which include 

resting foreign actors who wish to annihilate Islam and exploit Muslims, rebuking apostate 

Muslim leaders who support the efforts of western powers and to renew Muslim civilization by 

reinstituting the rule of Islamic law. 
19

 Specific to MBS’s rule is to use his interpretation of 

Islamic law, one that fits his personal agenda. He uses Islam to defend his actions, and to turn his 

people against others who do not support his interpretations of Islamic law.  

The way in which the critiques of MBS were written by the Canadian government played 

into The Pharaoh, The Crusader, and Tatar master narratives. The Pharaoh narrative is used to 

show how foreign governments seek to control and change the behaviors of Muslim populations. 

That in this situation, MBS is positioned as Moses and Canada as the pharaoh. How dare Canada 

a mostly godless nation that endorses drinking, smoking pot, immodesty and sex out of wedlock, 

tell our righteous leader how to govern. Their comments which were done on a very public and 

impersonal forum are trying to humiliate and shame MBS. The fact the Foreign Affairs Minister 

also is a white woman does not help the situation. The Crusader and Tatar master narratives seek 

to recount historical events “that are themselves treated as parallel cases and arguing that current 

events fit the same pattern”. 
20

 The comparison with The Crusader and Tatar creates a dispute 

between Muslims and outsiders that wish to control and manipulate them. The tweets can be 

viewed as yet another example of Western leaders trying to change and condemn Islam. These 
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 Jeffry Halverson, H.L Goodall, Steven Corman, Master Narratives of Islamist Extremism, (New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2011) 179-205.   
19

 Halverson, Goodall, Corman, Master Narratives of Islamist Extremism, 180.  
20

 Halverson, Goodall, Corman, Master Narratives of Islamist Extremism, 193.  
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master narratives allow MBS to frame criticisms of his governance as attacks on Islam and Saudi 

Arabians. He shifts the attention away from actions that most people including other Muslims 

would condemn and makes it about shared histories of oppression and exploitation.  

Countering MBS 

As a nation, Canada sees itself as having a role to play in supporting and defending 

human rights. They rank “revitalizing the rules-based international order” as their number one 

main concern in the Global Affairs department. This objective undoubtedly manifests its way 

through the departments’ policy goals, communications strategies and strategic planning. The 

crisis that came from the tweets was not something that had to inevitably happen just because of 

different views and policies between the two governments. It is the job of PD actors to craft 

messages that both support their agencies directives and that maintain or improve diplomatic 

relations. The tweets might have supported an agency priority, but they failed to keep a positive 

relationship with a leader who brings in millions of dollars into the Canadian economy.  

Had I occupied the position of the Canadian Foreign Minister I would have deferred to 

traditional diplomatic methods when dealing with MBS. An in-person meeting with a Saudi 

diplomat or government officials would have been a wiser choice. In that meeting I would have 

used counter narratives, ones that do not vilify Islamic values or Muslims. 
21

 Then discussed our 

mutually beneficial relationship like our arms agreement and the large number of Saudi students 

who receive higher education in Canada. I would have leveraged those benefits to talk about our 

concerns with Samar’s imprisonment. Any digital communications and statements to the press 

about the issue would not have addressed her imprisonment directly. I would have selected 

                                                 
21

 Jonathan Russell, Haras Rafiq, Countering Islamist Extremist Narratives: A Strategic Briefing, (Quilliam: 2016) 
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specific messengers, like a male foreign affairs employee who is Canadian, Muslim and speaks 

Arabic, English and French. A person who has friends or family members in Saudi Arabia, and 

who is familiar with MBS’s temperament. I would have the messenger talk about shared values 

and interests like education and national pride. Then speak to how Canadians value the Prophet 

Muhammad’s teaching on retribution, that states a person does not seek an eye for an eye but 

rather forgives the injury and seeks reconciliation, will be rewarded by God. Both the messenger 

and the message must be genuine and non- reactionary. It must account for both MBS’s ego and 

the perception by the elite and educated publics in SA (populations who have access to non-

state-run media)  

With the television, radio and news being state run, our message would be best spread 

through social media using videos on Twitter and YouTube, two sites that have heavy traffic 

from Saudi Arabians. During this time, I would also give special attention to all social media 

posts, comments and statements coming from the foreign affairs department regarding SA or any 

other Muslim nation. It is critical to focus on amplifying messages that both support your 

diplomatic goals and that could not be interpreted as disrespectful. An example would be the 

Canadian ambassador to SA tweeting about recent human rights advances that the country has 

made, like the government now allowing women to apply for passports without approval of their 

male guardians. The tweet would applaud the recent changes and underscore the need for 

expanding human rights. Additionally, I would offer comments and possible interviews with 

Arab journalists from SA and from other countries who have a history of being friendly to 

Canada. Having so many students from the Middle East pursue higher education in Canada, 

seeking a journalist who had a positive educational experience in the country would be doable. 
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Maintaining positive relationships with people who can influence public opinion is essential in 

strategic communications.  

Framing the message in a way that would not deeply offend MBS, that did not reinforce 

existing master narratives and that was designed with cultural competency is how 

communications with unstable actors and nations must be done. If Canada or any other nation 

wants to benefit economically from a relationship with Saudi Arabia, then restraint and research 

are key factors to be successful.  Hopefully, this case can be a learning opportunity for other 

states, one that highlights the importance of strategic social media, of continuing to train and 

prioritize the best parts of traditional diplomacy in young practitioners and in the consequences 

of ignoring preexisting narratives.  
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