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Abstract

The 2022 World Cup, a major opportunity for Qatar to enhance its soft power,
had recently concluded with a victory that was as heavily contested as it was celebrated,
namely the crowning of Argentina as world champions. Argentina’s win comes as a
culmination for over a decade of continuous debates on critical topics that disempowered
Qatar on the global stage, such as the exploitation of labor during the preparation for the
2022 WC which led to thousands of deaths of migrant workers, or the briberies offered
by the Qatari government in order to influence the votes for the hosting rights.
Nevertheless, the Qatari World Cup is concluded as a major success in terms of audience
numbers and revenue produced. Given the controversy that has surrounded this edition of
the World Cup, it will be interesting to see how the soft power mechanisms behind the
2026 FIFA World Cup (United 2026), a truly unique bid, has been constructed so far by
the three hosting countries, Mexico, Canada, and the U.S., with regard to what John Horne
concerns as the three main sites of political contestation of contemporary Major Sports
Events, namely rights, legacy, and labour. This thesis will analyze the enactment of soft
power through the preparations and promises made by the North American nations for the
2026 World Cup, with particular focus on the three aforementioned grounds. More
importantly, besides exploring how soft power can be enhanced, the aim of this thesis is
to reveal the ways in which soft disesmpowerment is already in sight for the host nations
prior to the 2026 World Cup based on the severity of contemporary issues related to
legacy, rights, and labour. Horne’s three sites of political contestation and significant
theoretical provisions on soft power and soft disempowerment will be used in reaching
the proposed aim of this work. Methodologically speaking, document analysis was chosen
for the interpretation and selection of both primary and secondary resources of this work

that takes the form of a single-case study.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Overview

Out of all the topics that were discussed during the 73rd FIFA Congress that
illustrated Gianni Infantino’s uncontested win over a new presidential mandate at FIFA,
there is one that holds a particular relevance for this thesis. During a video address
included by the Congress, Michael Llamas, President of the Gibraltar Football
Association, expressed the commitment of the FIFA Sub-Committee on Human Rights
and Social Responsibility, of which he himself is the chairperson, in assessing the human
rights legacy of the 2022 Qatar World Cup as a basis of conduct for further FIFA
tournaments (FIFA 2023). It is already well-known about the controversy that has
surrounded the FIFA 2022 World Cup since Qatar was awarded the hosting rights. In only
two years after FIFA’s decision, the Arab country became the target of worldwide
criticism upon the miserable conditions created for the migrant labourers that were
contracted for the World Cup, with more than 1.200 migrant constructors losing their lives
between 2010-2013 while working for the infrastructure meant to support the event (Ganji
2016: 221-222). Moreover, undercover reports, which surfaced in May 2011, were
claiming that an excess of $1 million was paid by the Qatari government to the African
Committee members in exchange for their votes (Brannagan & Giulianotti 2015:714).
Corruption and exploitation of labour stand as the labels for an unprecedented World Cup
that required infrastructural investments exceeding $200 billion, and an estimation of
500.000-1.500.000 migrant workers contracted for the development of newly emerging
stadiums, a team base camp village for the athletes, lodging, leisure, sport, recreation and
tourism venues for the fans and visitors, a new airport, a rail network, and a metro system
(Ganji 2016:221-222)

In the midst of the preparations for the 2022 Qatar World Cup, namely on the
13th of June 2018, the hosting rights for the 2026 World Cup were awarded by FIFA to
the United Bid, which comprised a joint bid by the United States, Mexico, and Canada.
The 2026 World Cup will be truly unique, as for the first time ever, 48 teams will compete
within a tournament that, unlike ever before, will completely use already existing
infrastructure. Moreover, there was no other situation in the past when the hosting rights

for the World Cup were granted to three countries. Pre-existing infrastructure enough to
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host thousands of participants, vast experience in hosting major sports events, and 23
ready-built stadiums, pictured a seemingly already prepared World Cup within the bid
documents received by FIFA. Although the promise of transnational unity by joint hosting
the World Cup has been seen before, the 2026 World Cup will atypically use an integrated
hosting vision and strategy meant to consolidate the continental ties between host nations
and to unite the international community through the use of FIFA’s most celebrated event.
“United as One” aims for the creation of a new and lasting blueprint for further FIFA
World Cups or other Major Sports Events by illustrating three critical event legacies to be
accomplished, namely “the power of unity, the premise for certainty, and the potential for
extraordinary opportunity” (Beissel & Kohe 2020:594). Legacy-wise, the United Bid
seeks for great values to be reflected within the global stage, but the unexpected election
of Donald Trump as the President of the United States and his hard-line stances on trade
and immigration had placed the organizers of the bid within a context of contradictory
geopolitics, thus complicating their work (Beissel & Kohe 2020:593-594).

According to Horne, there is a politics in (internal politics), and politics of
(external / contemporary politics), major sports events, as the former focuses on the
internal politics of the organizing authority, such as FIFA or the IOC, while the latter
concerns the ways through which corporate interests and global forces interact with each
other. Amongst the major points of interest featured by the contemporary politics of MSEs
(Major Sports Events) we can find concepts such as Horne’s ‘known unknowns’,
symbolic politics (soft power, public diplomacy, propaganda), or political dimensions of
costs, reputational risk, and security. Moreover, Horne emphasizes three further sites of
contemporary political contestation, namely labor, rights, and legacy. Often, during past
MSEs, serious concerns were raised on these grounds, thus leading to the questioning of
the organizers’ integrity (Horne 2017:331-335). Integrity, modernity, and other great
values are aimed to be exhibited on the international stage by states through their soft
power resources, namely their institutions, culture, policies, and ideologies. The use of
soft power is the capability of setting the political agenda in such manner that other actors
would shape their power references by replicating one’s ‘soft power resources’, such as
an appealing culture, fascinating ideologies, and an innovative institutional and legal
framework. Major Sports Events provide attractive opportunities for states to increase
their soft power primarily through cultural showcasing, high flows of tourism, and
national pride. However, every opportunity of improving one’s soft power comes with the
risk of soft disempowerment. Soft disempowerment concerns all situations in which

negative publicity and loss of attraction are reached through disempowering social



actions. For instance, the 2008 Beijing Olympics had placed China in an uncomfortable
position within the world stage because of the country’s occupation of Tibet, its ill-
treatment of minorities, such as the Uyghur, or other human rights and democracy related
issues. (Brannagan & Giulianotti 2015: 705-706).

The U.S., Canada, and Mexico, seek for soft power enhancement that a Major
Sports Event can bring, but it does not necessarily mean that such enhancement will reach
the desired extent. For instance, the recent kidnapping of 4 American citizens in Mexico
by cartel members, with only 2 of them escaping out alive, raises serious concerns of
security and human rights violations that can take place during the following World Cup
(CNN 2023). This thesis will explore the politics of legacy, rights, and labour, of the 2026
World Cup, with particular focus on the values and promises promoted by the three
countries in relation to contemporary issues concerned by the three grounds, in order to
reveal how soft power can be enacted through the Bid, and to illustrate actions, decisions,
and events that could disempower the three countries. Theoretical provisions on soft
power, soft disempowerment, and the contemporary politics of MSEs will be used in this
work in order to reach its aim. Methodologically wise, document analysis will be used in
order to collect and interpret both primary and secondary sources that are important for
the conduct of this thesis, which will consist of a single-case study of the politics

surrounding the 2026 United Bid during the aforementioned timeframe.

The significance of this work for the field of Global Politics can be unfolded
in various ways. Firstly, the main focus of this thesis consists of a jointly made bid by
three of the biggest economies of this world, namely Mexico, Canada, and the U.S., which
certainly is a matter of international relations. Secondly, their bid was made in order to be
granted the hosting rights of the 2026 World Cup, which is a MSE gathering 48 football
teams that each represent a different nation, with millions of tickets expected to be sold to
fans from all over the globe, and where both local and international stakeholders interact
with each other prior to and during the competition itself. Finally, the soft power
showcased by the three nations, with particular focus on legacy, rights, and labour,

represents a strategy of reputational enhancement within the global diplomatic stage.

1.2. Limitations

This thesis will delimit its scope to only exploring the politics of the 2026
United Bid in detail, although other Major Sports Events, such as the 2022 Qatar World
Cup, will be briefly outlined whenever needed. The thesis will not consider further
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political dimensions, other than the ones already mentioned, as they do not take part within
the aim of this thesis. No interviews, or surveys, will be done in order to provide first-
hand material on how the local residents of the three countries have experienced the
preparations for the 2026 World Cup so far, or on what expectations to they have from its
legacy, and so on, although such methods for the collection of data shall be considered for

further research on the matter of concern.

1.3. Aim & research problem

Following FIFA’s decision to incorporate human rights assessments into the
bidding requirements for MSEs in 2017, the winning bid for the 2026 World Cup, namely
‘United 2026°, requested candidate host cities from each country to include such
assessments within their own competition for the hosting of matches. The vision of the
“United 2026 Proposal for a Human Rights Strategy’ has been to emphasize on the
significance of human rights throughout the bid, as the organizers articulated their goal
with regards to the matter through the following words: “...to candidly and humbly look
at ourselves and contemplate how activities related to staging and hosting the 2026 FIFA
World Cup could both protect human rights and improve quality of life in each of our
three countries” (Alfrey et al. 2022: 312). Unlike with any other ever proposed bid, FIFA
succeeded in developing a mechanism for candidate cities to exhibit detailed plans that
could illustrate each community’s human rights risks and opportunities (Alfrey et al.
2022:311-312).

The United Bid exhibited reforms and premieres within its promises for a
World Cup to be remembered, all taking part in a great opportunity for all three countries
to strengthen their soft power within the global stage. However, although concerns were
raised by past researchers with regards to the legacy politics of the event, as, for instance,
Beissel and Kohe commented upon the contradictory relationship between a promised
political unity and Trump’s disputes with Mexico and Canada over trade and immigration
(Beissel & Kohe 2020), there are still various voids to be filled within the scholarship on
the matter, especially because the event is still under development. Given the recent news
on the 2 Americans kidnapped and killed by Mexican cartel members (CNN 2023), or the
reports on exploitation of migrant workers in Canada (HRD 2023), this work aims to fill
one of such voids by exploring the ways in which soft disempowerment shall be expected

by the three hosting countries based on a thorough analysis of the soft power strategy



exhibited by them through the United 2026 Bid and its political dimensions of rights,
labour, and legacy, in relation to contemporary issues on the aforementioned grounds that
could disempower the three states. In doing so, this thesis shall answer the following 2

research questions:

RQ1: How are rights, labour, and legacy projected within the soft power strategy

proposed by the three hosting countries for the 2026 World Cup?

RQ2: In what ways the event’s current politics of rights, labour, and legacy carry high

risks of soft disempowerment for the three countries?

1.4. Structure

The 2 research questions will only be addressed during the 6th section of this
thesis, as all sections coming before will each have a role in the construction of a better
understanding of this work’s aim and conduct. The second section will contain a literature
review of several works that were done on the 2026 World Cup in order to offer the reader
an abstract of the field’s directions that are most relevant to this thesis. The third section
will provide a background for the United Bid, while the fourth section will discuss the
theoretical provisions of this work, namely Horne’s contemporary politics of MSEs and
three sites of political contestation, soft power, and soft disempowerment, and will
operationalize such provisions in the most suitable way for this thesis to reach its aim.
The fifth section will acknowledge the advantages and disadvantages of the methodology
chosen for the collection and interpretation of material, and will comment upon the
reliability of such material. The seventh section will summarize all arguments outlined
within the 6th section, and propose further research problems to be considered within the
field.

2. Previous research on the politics of the 2026 World Cup

2.1. Introduction



The literature on the politics of the 2026 World Cup depicts researchers often
approaching the Bid’s legacy politics through different perspectives. Researchers have
been acknowledging the uniqueness of the North American World Cup for quite some
time now (Beissel & Ternes 2022, Beissel & Kohe 2020, Guyon 2020, Beissel 2023,
Beissel & Andrews 2021, Wise & Ludvigsen 2021), as already mentioned above, the 2026
World Cup will be the first-ever edition of FIFA’s most lucrative event consisting of a 48-
team format, 3 hosts, and an already built infrastructure, all these features being unseen at
any of the previous World Cups. Moreover, “the United Bid marks the first MWC bid in
recent history to use an integrated hosting vision and strategy promising to strengthen
continental partnership between host nations and use FIFA’s signature event as a platform

to unite the global [football] community” (Beissel & Kohe 2020:594).

As mentioned earlier, Major Sports Events illustrate both internal and external
politics as potential points of focus, which can also be observed within the research
conducted so far on the politics of the 2026 World Cup. The academical debate on the
subject is still scarce, especially on the internal politics of the event. However, the external
politics of the 2026 World Cup has been explored sufficiently for this paper to extract
useful information for its aim, such as the choices of methodology or theory. More
importantly, the previous work focused on the external politics of the event has provided

this paper with the capacity to establish voids that need to be filled.

2.2. Research directions

2.2.1. External Politics

Considering Adam Scott Beissel as one of the leading figures within the
academical debate on the politics of the United Bid 2026 does not give him justice. With
multiple works on the geopolitical economy of the 2026 World Cup, either conducted by
himself or in collaboration with other researchers, Beissel’s influence on this thesis is truly
significant. The conjunctural politics of the 2026 World Cup is of most interest to Beissel,
as he has always aimed to explore different dimensions of this topic. In “United as one:
the 2026 FIFA Men’s World Cup hosting vision and the symbolic politics of legacy”,
Adam S. Beissel and Geoffrey Z. Kohe provided an interesting exploration of the external
politics of this WC edition in terms of how the hosting visions and event legacies, namely

the power of unity, the promise for certainty, and the potential for extraordinary



opportunity, were leveraged by the bid organizers. Various official bid materials
submitted to and used by FIFA represent the most influential resources chosen for the
conduct of this article, more specifically for the interrogation of symbolic legacy politics.
Through the use of Horne’s provisions on the contemporary politics of Mega Sports
Events (external politics), and by the employment of inductive document analysis and the
incorporation of a critical investigative framework within their study, Beissel and Kohe
concluded that, although there is still a long road ahead until the kick-off of the 2026 WC,
the United Bid is only slightly different to previous bids in terms of legacy politics. The
symbolic politics of global unity shown within the hosting vision of the United As One
represent the main factor that distinguished the Bid from any of its counterparts.
Regardless of the geo-political tensions of created by Trump, the Bid’s organizers
managed to offer a novel and robust politico-economic prototype of tournament franchise
meant to attract support within the hosting states and to charm FIFA and its members.
However, as already mentioned, there is still plenty of time until the beginning of the

event, therefore much remains to be skeptical of (Beissel & Kohe 2020).

“United 2026: The conjunctural politics of the 2026 FIFA Men’s World Cup”
represents Beissel’s assembly of his own various research findings and remarks, which
were gathered by the researcher in order to briefly discuss the conjunctural politics of the
2026 edition of the World Cup, and to place the event within the wider historical and
cultural context based on such discussion. More specifically, he aimed to explore to what
extent, and how, the geographical, political, and economic formations of the 2026 World
Cup are both shaping, and being shaped by, the contemporary geopolitical landscape.
While resorting, again, on Horne’s provisions on the contemporary politics of Major
Sports Events, within such work, Beissel highlighted how the features shaping the
conjunctural politics of the 2026 WC, namely political unity, economic certainty, and
commercial opportunity, are given even more relevance due to FIFA’s late history of
public criticism, notorious scandals, and rebranding. According to Beissel, “FMWC26 is
uniquely situated within/against the contexts and conditions of a ’new era of play’ for
contemporary sport culture in which global-local events, bodies, spaces, and practices
"will be shaped by economic and geopolitical interests much more than in the past’”
(Beissel 2023:12). He further adds that the 2026 World Cup is in fact a response from the
western liberal democracies to the contemporary shifts in global economic and political
power, amongst which trends like the growing influence of Asian and Middle Eastern

nations within sports can be found (Beissel 2023).
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The work of Nicholas Wise and Jan Andre Lee Ludvigsen, “Uniting,
disuniting and reuniting: towards a ‘United’ 2026, depicts a different dimension of the
2026 World Cup politics, namely one that focuses on the uniting of the three countries
based on the role played by NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement) and
neoliberalism, the disuniting factors, such as the rise of right-wing political
manifestations, and the reuniting of The U.S., Canada, and Mexico through the joint
hosting of a major sports event. According to Wise and Ludvigsen, the cultural and
political journey of the United Bid has started way back in the early 1990s, when the
NAFTA Agreement was signed by Bill Clinton. One of the biggest bumps in this journey
emerged once Donald Trump called for the withdrawal of the United States from the
Agreement. NAFTA was eventually renegotiated into the USMCA Agreement. Wise and
Ludvigsen consider that such geographical and geo-political underpinnings and the
contextualization of the United 2026 within a history of uniting, disuniting, and reuniting,
will lead to a better understanding of the event’s potential and perceived governance. The
tense geopolitical climate in North America from recent times (e.g. damaged diplomatic
ties between the U.S. and Mexico) could only benefit from an unique co-hosting approach
that appeals to unity. Although, from a politico-geographical perspective, the power
relations between the three countries will mostly exist according to NAFTA, the
developing political disruptions are expected to be exceeded by a newly emerging cultural
link driven by sport (Wise & Ludvigsen 2021).

In ““Continent-wide’ sports spectacles: The ‘multiple host’ format of Euro
2020 and United 2026 and its implications”, Jan A. Ludvigsen proposed three key
organizational implications to be concerned when discussing the geographically unique
format of both Euro 2020 and the 2026 World Cup. Within his work, Ludvigsen
aknowledged the set of organizational uncertainties and challenges related to an MSE’s
infrastructure, logistics, tourism attractiveness, and security, that were implied by the
traditional format of an MSEs, namely one comprising either one hosting city, one hosting
country, or at its best, two co-hosting nations. However, the 2020s had brought a new
hosting format for such events illustrated by both the 2020 UEFA European
Championship (Euro), and the 2026 FIFA World Cup. For the first time ever an European
Championship will be played accross 12 countries in Europe, while, unlike ever before,
the World Cup will be co-hosted by three nations, namely The U.S., Canada, and Mexico.
According to Ludvigsen, although not likely to be permanent, this reform still marks a
significant shift from the conventional format. Such shift, the organizational uncertainties

and challenges confronted prior, and during, previous editions of MSEs, and the public
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concerns about tourism, security, and infrastructure related to the 2 multiple-host MSEs,
stood behind Ludvigsen’s consideration of the following three key implications: high
travelling costs and logistical obstacles faced by tourists and spectators, lower financial
risks in the infrastructural plans for the event, and newly emerging security challenges
(Ludvigsen 2019).

In “Art of the deal: Donald Trump, the 2026 FIFA Men’s World Cup, and the
geopolitics of football aspiration”, Beissel and David L. Andrews provide an interesting
take on the conjunctural politics of the United Bid within the wider context of Trump’s
sporting assemblage, which comes from a contradictory relationship between the
symbolic politics of unity emphasized by the organizers of the Bid and the former
president’s harmful and dividing foreign policies. Their aim within this paper is to argue
that Trump’s seemingly contradictory support for the Bid was in fact an endeavour of
pushing for his particular political agenda of authoritarian populism through the assembly
of real and imagined dangers to America’s racial and nationalist supremacy and through
the destabilization and reshaping of the governing geopolitical order (Beissel & Andrews
2021:235-238). The Bid’s values of globalism, global unity, and strengthened geopolitical
relations, are in total opposition to what Trumpism supports, namely the enhancement of
America’s legitimacy within the global stage as the greatest nation to exist, an aim that
was often illustrated through Trump’s famous motto, ‘Make America Great Again’.
However, Trump’s involvement with the United Bid pictured him trying to appeal to a
broader and more diverse body politic with his populist stances and his anti-democratic
and anti-establishment politics. The former president’s purpose was not to convince such
body to follow and support his racialized and nationalist discourses, but to gain its political
support in the public realm, or at the very least to obtain a deliberate pass from it when
pursuing his hurtful rhetoric (Beissel & Andrews 2021:248-250).

2.2.2. Internal politics

“The Empire Strikes Back: FIFA 2.0, Global Peacemaking, and the 2026
FIFA Men’s World Cup” illustrates Adam S. Beissel and Neal Ternes moving the
attention from the external politics of the 2026 World Cup, as they propose a critical
investigation of the internal politics of the event, namely an analysis of the conjunctural
politics of FIFA 2.0. According to Beissel and Ternes, the selection of the United Bid had

seemingly enabled FIFA to advance from market expansionism and urban redevelopment
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frameworks to a different position of promoting global unity, peace, and international
diplomacy through the symbolical and functional re-shaping of its main event’s purpose.
Official bid documents for the first-ever World Cup within the FIFA 2.0 era, published
media reports, and official FIFA documents were used as main resources for arguing that
FIFA’s new approach is in fact an organization strategy that was purposefully developed
for the exploitation of the material and symbolic worth of global peace, unity, and
international diplomacy, in order to garner capital, advance neoliberalism, and consolidate
the association’s global football empire. FIFA’s global peacemaking, which is how
Beissel and Ternes theorized the organization’s growing influence within global geo-
politics, is discussed within the paper as an accelerator for the commercialization of
FIFA’s most profitable event, and as playing a key role in the development of “an
increasingly interdependent and mutually constitutive relationship between the MWC and
FIFA” (Beissel & Ternes 2022:1). The United Bid is perceived within this work as a
functional and symbolic departure from its predecessors, in which FIFA’s global
placemaking has transitioned from its previous concerns of urban development and the
striking building of new infrastructure meant to support the World Cup in emerging
football markets from all around the globe. In lieu, the association actively encouraged its
members both publicly, and privately, to vote during the contest for the 2026 WC hosting
rights with respect to the newly instituted bid criteria and the evaluation reports. The
lucrative and established football market in the U.S. had massively favored the Bid within
the contest for the hosting rights, as it provided FIFA a perfect platform to promote the
values of its 2.0 program on the global stage, which placed the association in a much-
praised role in shaping global geopolitics, thus leading to capital accumulation, neoliberal
marketization, and the consolidation of its global football empire. As emphasized by
Beissel and Ternes, FIFA’s new global peacemaking approach is more of a strategy of

symbolic rebranding, rather than one of legit reforming (Beissel & Ternes 2022:25-26).

Back when the 2026 World Cup’s format was supposed to be unfolded in 16
different groups of three, Julien Guyon decided to quantify the event’s risks of collusion
and match-fixing. In “Risk of Collusion: Will Groups of 3 Ruin the FIFA World Cup?”,
Guyon expressed his concerns on how the two teams playing the last game of a 3-team
group would know exactly what result is needed for both of them to advance to the
knockout stages, and on how the forbidding of draws, which was a rule considered by
FIFA at some point, would actually not erase the risk of match-fixing. Therefore, by
quantifying the scenarios in which the last game’s result would qualify the teams playing

that game at the expense of the other team taking part in the group, and the ways in which
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collusion depends on the competitive balance, Guyon manages to provide alternatives for
a 48-team World Cup that could either completely remove, or to the very least strongly

decrease, the risk of collusion (Guyon 2020).

2.3. Conclusion

The purpose of this literature review is to consolidate the base from which this
thesis could develop its arguments. The politics of the 2026 World Cup encompasses
various dimensions, as it is shown by the different approaches taken by researchers with
regards to the topic. Out of them all, the most acknowledged is the uniqueness of the
legacy politics displayed by the United Bid. The vow for global unity and strengthened
international relations, as it is illustrated by the United Bid, represents a novelty within
the legacy politics of MSEs, thus why it attracted the most interest from academics
interested in sports and politics, as economic certainty and commercial opportunity had
been already emphasized in various forms during past bidding attempts. This promise of
unity, as already highlighted within the previous 2 sub-sections of the literature review,
has been debated in countless ways. For instance, it has been emphasized as a reunition
between the three hosting countries within a context of tense diplomatic relations, which
consists of a process driven by cultural appropriation through sports. On a different note,
it has also been perceived as FIFA’s most fitting strategy for rebranding itself on the
global stage in order to develop its empire and gain more profit by exploiting the material
and symbolic worth of such promise. Trump’s right-wing foreign policies stand as the
main disruptor commonly taken by researchers when discussing the Bid’s road to achieve
a legacy of global unity, regardless if they concern economic and political agreements, or
immigration stances. However, FIFA’s desire to exploit the promise of unity for power
and profits, and Trumpism, do not stand as the only controversies approached by
researchers, as even concerns of match-fixing and collusion were raised within the field.
Still, more needs to be emphasized about the controversial sides of this event’s politics,

which is what this thesis aims to achieve.

Material-wise, official bid documents and official FIFA documents stand as
one of the most influential resources for research within the field. Therefore, they will be
used in this work also. Moreover, given that Beissel has contributed so much to the
scholarship on the 2026 World Cup, his works, regardless if conducted alone, or in

collaboration with other researchers, will play an important role in the analysis of this
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thesis. Methodology-wise, single-case studies and document analysis were used before
for the collection and interpretation of data that is relevant to the politics of the 2026
World Cup, and this thesis will also take advantage of these two as the methodology
chosen for research. In terms of theory, it is important for the conduct of this thesis to
emphasize on how Horne’s provisions to the field of politics of MSEs, and the theoretical
framework on soft power and MSEs, developed by leading researchers on the subject such
as Paul Michael Brannagan, have often been acknowledged by academics interested in
the 2026 World Cup. For some researchers, Horne’s politics of MSEs have been more
useful as a prism through which they could present their arguments, rather than just an
acknowledgement of his contributions, such as in the work of Nicholas Wise & Jan Andre
Lee Ludvigsen, “Uniting, disuniting and reuniting: towards a ‘United’ 2026”, where
Horne is mostly discussed within the literature review of the history/politics of co-hosting
mega-events (Wise & Ludvigsen 2021:2-5). Horne’s concept of symbolic politics of
MSEs, which is sometimes regarded as the manifestation of soft power (Horne 2017:328),
and which will be thoroughly discussed within the theoretical framework of this thesis,
has been used, for instance, by Beissel and Kohe in order to explore the interaction of
football, MSE operations, geopolitical symoblism, and legacy craft within the politics of
the 2026 World Cup (Beissel & Kohe 2020), or by Beissel in analyzing the ways in which
the economic, geographic, and political features of the 2026 World Cup are both shaped
by, and shaping, the current geopolitical lanscape (Beissel 2023). Horne’s internal politics
of MSEs has also been employed within the field, as, for example, Beissel and Ternes
used the concept in exploring the conjuctural politics of FIFA 2.0 (Beissel & Ternes
2022). Given how important Horne’s theoretical contributions are to the academical
debate on the politics of the 2026 World Cup, his discussion on the contemporary politics
of MSEs and the three sites of political contestation will certainly take part in the most

fitting framework for reaching this work’s aim.

Soft power has been mentioned in multiple researches made within the field
(Ludvigsen et al. 2022, Wise & Ludvigsen 2021, Ludvigsen 2019). Beissel’s use of
Horne’s symbolic politics in different occasions comes closest to the actual use of soft
power when exploring the diplomatic strategy of the three hosting countries through the
United Bid. However, the literature on the politics of the 2026 World Cup lacks an
extensive use of the concept and its related terms, such as soft disesmpowerment, which is
a void that this thesis intends to fill. It is important to mention here that neither soft power,

nor soft dissmpowerment, were ever actually used as theories within the field. More into
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the operationalization of soft power, soft dissmpowerment, and Horne’s contemporary

politics of MSEs, will be developed during the theoretical section of this work.

3. Background

A few months later after the apparition of undercover reports accusing the
Qatari government of paying out briberies in exchange of votes from the African
Committee, Mohamed bin Hamman, the former FIFA executive member from Qatar, was
banned for life from football on charges of paying out more than $1 million in the form
of bribes, which eventually provided more unwanted exposure for FIFA. Furthermore, the
FIFA Ethics Committee started an investigation on the 2018 and 2022 World Cup bidding
processes, as a result of new allegations of corruption claiming that former vice-president
of FIFA, Jack Warner, was allegedly receiving bribes for his influence. The Sunday Times
took advantage of the millions of the leaked documents obtained and published several
comprehensive reports describing how bribery and corruption work in the context of the
2022 World Cup, leading to five official sponsors of FIFA -Sony, Hyundai, Coca-Cola,
Adidas, Visa- expressing their concerns with regard to the issue (Brannagan & Giulianotti
2015:714).

Michael J. Garcia was the investigator commissioned by FIFA at the time,
namely in July 2012, to report on the allegations of corruption. After more than two years
of gathering data concerning the corruption practiced during the bidding campaigns for
the 2018 and 2022 editions of the World Cup, Garcia submitted his 350-page report to
FIFA in September 2014, only for it to be incompletely and erroneously summarized by
Hans-Joachim Eckert, then Chairman of the adjudicatory chamber of the Ethics
Committee (Boudreaux et al. 2016:869-870). Both Qatar, and Russia, were cleared of any
allegations of corrupt practices within Eckert’s published summary, as Garcia’s report
was blocked by the Ethics Committee of FIFA, thus leading to his voluntary resignation
(Bason et al. 2018:425). Things were getting gradually worse for FIFA, as the summer of
2015 debuted with several arrests of FIFA officials on charges of money laundering,
racketeering, and fraud (Boudreaux et al. 2016:869-870). Such apprehensions came as a
result of an FBI investigation sparked by the information provided to the Bureau by Chuck
Blazer, who was one of the 2 FIFA executives, alongside Jack Warner, that were
suspended around the same time as Garcia’s resigned from his role. The Bureau’s

investigation revealed more than USD 150 million received by 14 FIFA officials in the
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form of either bribes, or inducements, out of which USD 10 million were given by the
South African government to Werner in order to secure his vote for the 2010 World Cup
(Bason et al. 2018:425). Still, while U.S.A. was demanding the extradition of FIFA
officials responsible for the unlawful exchange of tens of millions of dollars, Sep Blatter
is re-elected for a new mandate at the helm of FIFA. Moreover, Michel Platini, former
president of UEFA, declared his intent to run for FIFA’s presidency during the same
period of time. Eventually, such a flustered summer could have been concluded only with
the incrimination of both Sep Blatter and Michel Platini in September 2015 by the Swiss
authorities. At the time, Swiss organs were accusing Blatter of misconduct and
misappropriation of FIFA capital over broadcasting rights. Only one month after the
charges emerged, both Blatter and Platini were temporarily suspended from football,
namely for 90 days. New allegations on corrupt practices surfaced in November 2015, as
the German Football Federation was accused of involvement in securing the hosting rights
of the 2006 World Cup for Germany. Eventually, in December 2015, both Blatter and
Platini received an eight-year suspension from football as a punishment for their corrupt
conduct (Boudreaux et al. 2016:869-870).

Gianni Infantino, former general secretary of UEFA, was elected as the ninth
president of FIFA in February 2016 with great promises to restore the organization’s
image (Bason et al. 2018:425). At the time, the launch of a “new FIFA’, freed from what
he described as its ‘toxic, almost criminal’ past” took the embodiement of FIFA 2.0 (Beck
2021:388). The focus of FIFA 2.0 illustrates Infantino’s rethoric of unity and togheterness
amongst world’s countries. He has placed FIFA in an enhanced politico-diplomatic
position by constantly promoting the proven abillity of the World Cup, and of football in
general, to connect nations through atypical diplomatic channels. Within a world where
the value of soft power is increasingly aknowledged by states, Infantino has been arguing
that football has become a major resource of soft power, and it shall not be under-
estimated when perceived so (Beck 2021:388).

The rather suprising and narrow victory of Swiss national Gianni Infantino
over Sheikh Salman of Bahrain in February 2016 represents the establishment of
Infantino’s famous rethoric picturing football as a developer of social good, transparency,
and humanitarian values, and, most importantly, as an opportunity for football federations
from all over the globe to benefit from greater income than they used to. With regards to
the latter, he furtherly stated that FIFA’s money is not the president’s money, but the
federations” money. Remarkably enough, the election of the former general secretary of
UEFA coincided with the February 2016 FIFA Extraordinary Congress, during which
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major statutory reforms were proposed in the aftermath of the great corruption scandals.
The redistribution of power and the emergence of independent checks on power within
FIFA stood at the essence of its reconstruction process, which, among others, approved
the following reforms: the replacement of the Executive Committee with a bigger FIFA
Council as the leading decision-making authority, the introduction of term limits for the
presidency of FIFA, Council members, and members of the Audit and Compliance
Committee, an annual disclosure of the revenue of the President and the Council members,
the election of Council members based on the selection of candidates made by regional
confederations, an obligation towards the promotion and defending of human rights, an
improved management of capital flows, and the introduction of the Football Stakeholder
Committee, which was purposefully created for the assurance of transparency and

inclusion within the game (Beissel & Ternes 2022:13).

Nine months after the installment of Infantino at the helm of FIFA, on the 13"
of October 2016, the long-term strategy of the recently elected president was published.
Through ‘FIFA 2.0: The Vision for the Future’, a 70-page institutional roadmap meant to
repair the organization’s tarnished image, Infantino emphasized several ambitious
objectives to globally enhance investment and participation in football, while
simultaneously strengthening the association’s governance in international football. FIFA
2.0 promised for the improvement of the organization’s governance, transparency,
diversity, and accountability, by proposing three crucial aims to be achieved, namely the
development of the game, the betterment of the experience of fans and players, and the
consolidation of the institution through internal restructuration. Specific goals were set
for each of these objectives, such as, for instance, doubling the number of female players,
raising the percentage of world’s population that is engaged with the beautiful game from
45% to 60%, a USD 4 billion investment for the development of football, or the
“optimization of internal operations and external business relationships to improve
revenue generation and financial efficiencies” were emphasized within Infantino’s
strategy (Beissel & Ternes 2022:14). Essentially, FIFA 2.0 represents a plan made by
FIFA to rise from its crisis through the realignment of its structure in such manner that
more revenue would be generated and redistributed from its events towards the

organization itself, its members, and business partners (Beissel & Ternes 2022:13-14).

In order to achieve such financial goals, the hosting of the World Cup has
been thoroughly changed by FIFA 2.0 in terms of the organizing framework. Infantino’s
vision has acknowledged an uncontrolled increase of the infrastructural investments

necessary for hosting the World Cup, which had almost doubled from 2006 to 2014. Given
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S0, such costs were used in the document in order to justify the need of assessment and
optimization of the World Cup’s organizing framework, as FIFA instituted a working
group that was responsible of proposing reforms based on the inefficiencies identified
during a rigorous review of the operations behind the World Cup. Moreover, the bid
regulations were modified for the 2026 edition to permit for a formerly banned practice
of joint bids between nations, and for deciding upon who wins the hosting rights based on
a transparent voting process involving all 211 members. Unlike ever before during a bid
process, a Bid Evaluation Task Force was established for studying each bid in order to
decide upon the quality of the hosting conditions that were promised by each potential
host. According to FIFA’s new operating strategy, the Bid Evaluation Task force would
score the bids on more than just their technical features, such as the stadium infrastructure,
or the commercial potential, as it would also include the following risk assessments within
their report: “(1) visions, legacy, and host country information; (2) security, medical, and
event-related matters; and (3) sustainability, human rights, and environmental protection.
In addition, FIFA would prepare an Evaluations Report of the Human Rights Strategy
submitted by 2026 MWC bidders as well as commission an independent Human Rights
report on the risks related to workers, fans, and communities by hosting the tournament”
(Beissel & Ternes 2022:14). To a great degree, the United Bid was custom-tailored to win
the hosting rights of the 2026 World Cup, as it did not only provide the most fitting
platform for FIFA to advance its 2.0 agenda, but it also promised to grant FIFA a hosting
framework to be followed during future editions of the World Cup. The Bid has even
explicitly emphasized its embracement of FIFA’s vision (Beissel & Ternes 2022:15).

4. Theoretical framework

The theoretical section will be divided into 2 inter-related sub-sections,
namely one concerning Horne’s contemporary politics of Major Sports Events and three
sites of political contestation, and another one illustrating various theoretical aspects of
soft power, and soft disempowerment. The contributions of Nye, Brannagan, and
Giulliannoti to the theoretical framework comprising soft power, soft dissmpowerment,
and soft power regeneration, hold the same relevance for the conduct of this thesis as
Horne’s provisions do. The concept of soft power is mentioned twice by Horne within his
work, but with no detailed enunciation of the term. He only integrates soft power within

his broader emphasis on the symbolic politics of Major Sports Events (Horne 2017:332),
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or as a strategy of ‘nation-branding’ referred to as the exercise of soft power by some
researchers (Horne 2017:328). His emphasis of soft power is certainly not sufficient for
this paper’s aim. Furthermore, he does not mention anything about soft disempowerment,
as he only states that negative public diplomacy could be achieved by refusing to
participate at a MSE (Horne 2017:328). Soft disempowerment implies significantly more
than negative public diplomacy achieved through the refusal to participate at a MSE.
However, he emphasized three further grounds upon which problematic situations tend to
occur during MSEs (legacy, rights, labour), which are much needed for the conduct of
this thesis because, according to theoretical framework on soft power and soft

disempowerment, such situations can disempower the state responsible of them.

The enactment of soft power through the 2026 WC’s politics of legacy, rights,
and labour, and the ways in which contemporary issues related to the three aforementioned
grounds could disempower the three hosting countries within the international stage form
the main focus of the thesis, thus why the theoretical structure of this work has been
constructed this way. Given the interrelationship between the theories entailed within the
2 subsections, this paper will build up from Horne’s provisions, while using extensive
enunciations of soft power, and more importantly of soft dissmpowerment, in order to
reach its aim, and to fill a void within the scholarship with respect to the enactment of soft

power / risks of soft disempowerment during the preparation for the 2026 World Cup.

4.1. Contemporary politics of MSEs and three sites of political contestation

Roughly since the 1964 Tokyo Olympics, the symbolic politics of MSEs has
been unfolded in two different forms. The first type concerns the reputational
enhancement of nations, and even cities, on the global stage by benefiting from the
promotional opportunities provided by the hosting of a Major Sports Event. Such politics
are sometimes referred to as an enactment of soft power, or public diplomacy, which
illustrates the urge of states, or cities, to develop a ‘brand identity’ within the modern
world. Withdrawing from MSEs through various kinds of boycott can lead to negative
public diplomacy. The second type of symbolic politics refers to the opportunity given
by MSEs to non-state actors and social movements to protest against a perceived social
injustice in front of an overall audience of billions of people following the event through
different channels. The 1968 Mexico City Olympics illustrated a great example of
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protesting against social injustice through the famous salute of John Carlos and Tommie
Smith in support of the Olympic Project for Human Rights (Horne 2017:328-329).

The definition of Major Sports Events has taken various forms within a
multitude of theoretical understandings and disciplines, but there is one that stands out the
most, and which has been accepted by many researchers, including Horne, namely
Roche’s sociological defining of the term as “large-scale cultural (including commercial
and sporting) events, which have a dramatic character, mass popular appeal and
international significance” (Horne 2017:329). The highly meaningful social, political,
economic, and ideological benefits for the host, and the substantial media coverage,
represent the two features of MSEs that appeal most to cities, regions, or nations
competing for the hosting rights of such events. However, the bidding process requires
plenty of political calculation, as there are places around a globalized world that are
realistically unable to accommodate a first-tier MSE like the Men’s World Cup or the
Summer Olympic Games (the 1980s and 1990s failing bids from Manchester and
Birmingham for the Summer Olympic Games), and places that managed to obtain the
hosting rights for a top-tier MSE by firstly accommodating a lower-tier MSE (Rio de
Janeiro who won the hosting rights of the 2016 Summer Olympics after hosting the 2007
Pan American Games). Such political calculation was unfolded by Horne into politics in
(internal politics), and politics of (external politics), Major Sports Events. Given that the
former concerns the internal politics of the organizing bodies, such as FIFA or the 10C
(International Olympic Committee), and that it was discussed within other researches,
Horne’s aim within the article was to explore how corporate interests and global forces
are either confronting, or combining with, local interests within, what he calls, the external
(contemporary) politics of MSEs (Horne 2017:329-331).

According to Horne, when discussing about the politics of Major Sports
Events, it is crucial to take notice that the politics of each and every event is conjunctural,
meaning that the ways in which political circumstances at a local, national, regional, and
global level shape the event, and the temporal and spatial dimensions of such processes,
are different from one MSE to the other. Although conjunctural, Horne has observed that
a common feature shared by most Major Sports Events is the attraction of political
controversy. Amongst the first concerns raised upon the deficits of MSEs, the inefficiency
shown in the relationship between the benefits and the costs of hosting such events has
been increasingly emphasized by both economists and social researchers since the 1970s.
On the same note, in 2007, Horne already identified a number of what he regarded as

‘know unknowns’, which are still relevant to the political debate on MSEs, and amongst
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which we can find trends such as the displacement of poor and weak communities of
people, the enhancement of the private sector through the use of often quite considerable
public funds, or the difficulty in reaching the desired impact on employment and tourism
flows. Moreover, Horne emphasized on how the manifestation of symbolic politics is now
a fundamental element of the contemporary politics of Major Sports Events. However,
symbolic politics also carry high reputational risks for the hosting countries, as, for
instance, the 2014 World Cup in Brazil boosted the global reputation of Germany, the

winners, while the host suffered from a decrease in rankings (Horne 2017:331-332).

The 1972 ‘Munich’ and 2001 ‘9/11° terrorist attacks had led to the
establishment of a new dimension to the element of political controversy, namely one
concerning the connection between the development of the security state and the hosting
of a Major Sports Event. Such events have been observed to provide the hosts
opportunities to test new security equipment and procedures (Horne 2017:332). As all the
three conventional dimensions of political controversy were emphasized, specifically
costs, reputational risks, and security, this thesis will move further and discuss Horne’s
contribution to the matter, namely the establishment of three further sites of political

contestation.

One of Horne’s sites of contemporary political contestation is represented by
rights. The politics of rights of MSEs, according to Worden, have often illustrated the
following human rights violations: no due process or compensation for forcedly evicted
citizens, the censorship of civil society and rights activists, the exploitation of migrant
workers, threatening, intimidating, and/or unlawfully arresting journalists, and the
discrimination amongst nations that either compete for the hosting rights or compete for
the trophy. With the 2008 Beijing Olympics in sight, this was the declaration of Jacques
Rogge, then President of the IOC, that was made right after the end of the 2004 Athens
Olympics: “The 10C is always in favour of maximum application of human rights ... But
it is not up to the 10C to monitor human rights” (Horne 2017:333). The narratives on
Majors Sports Events being hosted in developing economies have usually implied an
opportunity to catch up, or to even challenge, the Western modernity, and a major chance
to advance various forms of hybrid/hyper modernity. However, the 2008 Beijing
Olympics had found itself under the scrutiny of human rights activists and campaigners
during the whole build-up of the event, and during the event itself. COHRE’s (Center of
Housing Rights and Evictions) publishing of documents proving the displacement of
thousands of people for the Olympics, and the attempts of hijacking the torch during its

relay, stood amongst the most iconic forms of protest against the human rights abuses
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taking place in China. Moreover, the protests in London, Paris, and San Francisco, that
were framed by the Western media as peaceful manifestations against a repressive regime,
led to a nationalist reaction from the Chinese government, which depicted such events as
violent deeds against harmless people. Controversy regarding the protection of human
rights has been a common issue amongst the MSEs that followed the 2008 Beijing
Summer Olympics, as, for instance, the 2014 FIFA World Cup and the 2016 Rio
Olympics, both held in Brazil, have raised concerns on violations of the rights of children,
women, workers, disabled individuals, the LGBT community, and marginal populations
(Horne 2017:333-334).

Legacy represents another site of political contestation emphasized by Horne.
Until recently, legacy represented a relatively low order issue that started to attract interest
only after the event was concluded. Although all the bidding books transmitted a general
legacy vision, there was no prior to the event provision, or development, of the operational
plans illustrating how legacy would be subsequently enforced. There was no interest from
the 10C to monitor and evaluate how the legacy promises were implemented after the end
of the Games. At the beginning of this millennium, the concept of legacy was introduced
once the governments started to realize the utility of hosting MSEs in reaching a variety
of both sports-related and sports-unrelated policy aims. The increasing concerns raised
about the staging costs of such events have led to the development of the term. According
to Horne, two distinctions shall be made when exploring the legacy politics of Major
Sports Events. Firstly, legacies can either be tangible, or intangible. When tangible,
legacies refer to, for instance, the infrastructure built for the event or the economic
package gained from staging such event, while intangible legacies concern, for example,
the ways in which the event relates to its spectators in terms of emotions, memories,
evocations, or incidents. Secondly, legacies can be distinguished in two further types,
namely selective and universal. Selective legacies have a particular, individualist, and
elitist nature, as they incline to benefit the interests of powerful individuals, while
universal legacies are shared, collective, and inherently democratic legacies that do not
pick specific recipients and are freely accessible to all. The main issue of Major Sports
Events is that they commonly produce tangible legacies that are selective, and intangible
legacies that are universal, thus developing the sovereignty of the market through
selectivism, while avoiding any further investments to be done for the benefit of all
people. For MSEs to move on from the rather vague legacy claims and achieve its
promotional claims, the principle of universalism shall guide its legacies, but that requires

a greater regulation to be imposed by non-market actors over the organizing bodies, such
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as FIFA or 10C. A great example of an MCE’s politics of legacy was illustrated by the
2012 London Summer Olympics, which was regarded as the first Olympics that truly
emphasized its legacy plans, and at the same time, the one that led to the mandatory
articulation of how the legacy plans would benefit the society and of how such plans
would be implemented after the Games are finished. London’s win over the other bids
was actually assured by, amongst other reasons, the integration of attractive legacy plans
in multiple key fields, such as sports, youth, or the rejuvenation of East London. However,
London’s six legacy promises proved to be challenging in terms of actual delivery, as the
interest given to such promises had progressively dissipated during the 6-year build-up
for the event (Horne 2017:334-336).

The labour required in staging a MSE, which represents Horne’s last site of
political contestation, involves the collective contribution of the following types of
workers: paid and unpaid workers, migrant workers coming from Third World countries
that earn less than the minimum wage, sellers of event-related merchandize, labourers
from the supply chains that provide the clothing, equipment, and footwear for the event,
and travelling experts and consultants with vast competence and experience in the
management of MSEs. According to Horne, until the writing of his work in 2015, not
much research had employed a critical discussion on the labour politics of MSEs by
exploring the terms, conditions, and the safety record of such occupations. Moreover,
Horne also argued for the major role played by volunteers in the preparation of such
events, as, for instance, seventy thousand ‘Game Makers’ took part in the delivery of the
2012 London Olympics, while more than twelve thousand participated in the build-up of
the 2014 Glasgow Commonwealth Games. A trend has been observed amongst the
contemporary politics of Major Sports Events, namely one picturing how its imperative
has shifted from focusing on representative democracy through sustainability and
employment rights, towards a prioritization of delivery by institutionally replacing the
former with contractual impositions on firms. Although the 2012 Games depicted a great
safety record with regards to the construction of the Olympic site, the 2014 Brazil World
Cup attracted much criticism because of the deaths of at least 10 builders. Moreover,
before one of the semi-finals of the 2014 World Cup, two drivers were killed by a flyover’s
collapse in Belo Horizonte. The 2022 Qatar World Cup had raised even more concerns
related to the well-being of migrant workers contracted through the infamous ‘kafala’
sponsorship system for the build-up of the event, as such system forced migrant labourers
to surrender their passports to their sponsors, thus giving the latter full power on deciding

the work conditions under which the former shall operate. Kafala’s mechanisms of labour
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exploitation had led to the death of several hundreds of workers, according to various
investigative reports that were conducted in between 2010 and 2014. When challenged
about the abusive working conditions of migrant workers contracted for the 2022 Qatar
World Cup, Sep Blatter, then president of FIFA, during a speech he gave at the University
of Oxford in October 2013, declared that FIFA had no power to change the situation,
although he previously stated the organization had the capacity to help disadvantaged
communities through football. Still controversy-related, but on a more positive note, the
2012 London Olympics had exhibited a great example of how to seize the platform
provided by the event in order to protest against the exploitation of workforce and other
violations of labour rights. The ‘Play Fair’ anti-sweat shop campaign took advantage of
the 2012 Olympics in order to express its discontent on the working conditions provided
by the garment industry for a big part of its workers, as many supply-chain workers, who
are mainly women, have suffered from poverty, lack of protection, long hours of work,
low wages, high pressure to deliver at an unrealistic speed, dangerous conditions, little
access to unions, and intimidating practices. Major suppliers of sporting goods for MSEs,
such as Nike, Adidas, or Puma, were targeted during the ‘Play Fair’ call for industry-wide
improvements. A certain extent of success was reached by campaigners, as they were
allowed to monitor the voluntary standards agreed by companies, while asking for more

pressure to be exercised by the organizing body on the matter (Horne 2017:336-338).

4.2. Soft power, soft disempowerment, soft power regeneration

World politics have ‘undergone’ some significant changes since the last
century, as certain trends hardened the ability of great powers to control the political
environment and to achieve their goals. Shifting from the traditional view on international
affairs, where states are the only significant actors, contemporary world politics has
witnessed the rise of other parties in power and influence, such as the transnational
corporations. Although they lack military power, transnational corporations are
compensating with their economic strength, as some of the largest corporations are
producing annual revenues that are bigger than the gross national products (GNPs) of half
of this world’s countries. Eventually, this trend of changing actors pushed the state actors
into shaping their goals according to this movement. What once meant the survival of the
state by prioritizing military security, it now becomes more complicated, as national

security is shifting from this military nature towards the economic and ecological. Major
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states are not able to freely execute their military power within the economic and
environmental realms, mainly because such movement would be way too costly and
dangerous (Nye 1990: 155-159).

The power shift that favored private actors to the detriment of governments
was also manifested throughout the modernization, urbanization, and communication
improvement of developing countries. Military resources of great powers are less useful
during our times because of this social awakening that stimulated nationalism within
underdeveloped countries. Even though the major states are still leading the market of
military technology, a regional intervention in poorer countries would be much costlier
now, compared to the 1950’s, as at least a dozen Third World countries managed to
develop serious exporting arms industries once modern technology has become more
accessible. The use of force may be still relevant in some cases, but not as much as it was
before these new trends occurring within world politics, where new power resources such
as the effective communication and developed multilateral institutions of a state could
provide more influence within international affairs. Additionally, cooperation would
become a key component when assisting weaker states in dealing with their own drug,
health, or ecological issues. Within this constantly shifting nature of global politics, the
concept of power is now passed towards the “information-rich” governments, where
intangible power resources, such as national unity, universalistic culture, and international
institutions, are increasingly gaining significance. This trend where information becomes
power, especially before its spreading, comes from the fact that even though the flux of
information is forever increasing, the capacity of acting first on new information is scarce.
Considering this new measurement of power, timely response on new information has

now become an important power resource (Nye 1990: 162-164).

Regarding all these trends occurring within world affairs, it seems like there
is the need for a second, more attractive method of exercising power. To achieve its
diplomatic goals, a state can convince other states into following its ideals, or into
agreeing to a situation where the same effects are produced. This type of power
manifestation within world politics, where you influence other countries into aspiring for
the same goals as you do, is called the practice of soft power, which is opposite to the
hard/command power. Political leaders and philosophizers have understood the benefits
of setting the political agenda and determine the framework of debate in such manner that
others’ preferences are also fulfilled. Once a state manages to legitimate its power in front
of an international audience, it will automatically face less resistance in achieving its

goals. The soft power resources of a state are its cultural attraction, innovative ideologies,
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and institutions. Within global politics, especially within the discourses of major states,
the use of soft power is replacing the practice of hard power, mostly because of the
exorbitant costs implied by the latter. For example, the United States’ soft power benefits
are way more abundant than the ones of other states, as institutions governing the
international economy, such as the International Monetary Fund and the General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, are promoting liberal and free-market values that are

mostly coinciding with the American ideology (Nye 1990: 166-168).

Most importantly, soft power is not only a form of ‘nation-branding’, as it
positions itself more within strategies of public diplomacy, rather than being just a
nation’s tool for raising awareness on the international stage. Soft power also concerns
the development and maintenance of mutual understandings, long-lasting relations, and
dynamic cooperation amongst countries. Nation-branding only informs others of one’s
uniqueness, while public diplomacy aims to increase influence by attracting others
through the creation of positive, resilient, and valuable affiliations. No soft power could
be gained if there is no attractiveness shown by other nations towards a state’s culture,

values, or policies (Brannagan & Giulianotti 2018:1141).

Major Sports Events are so attractive to governments because they provide
important opportunities for states to increase their soft power primarily through “cultural
showcasing on global television, ‘attracting’ tourists and augmenting national pride”
(Brannagan & Giulianotti 2015: 706). It is important to acknowledge that whenever there
is an effort of improving one’s soft power, there is also the possibility of soft
disempowerment, which refers to the situation where a state would lose its influence and
attractiveness by upsetting or offending other states through their actions. The concept of
soft disesmpowerment argues that social actions could also lead to negative outcomes,
which would disempower the state pursuing such actions. (Brannagan & Giulianotti 2015:
706). As for each attempt of strengthening one’s soft power there is a risk of soft
disempowerment, for each failure leading to soft dissmpowerment, there is an opportunity
of soft power regeneration. Soft power regeneration consists of all the positive changes
implied by a state in its process of addressing one, or multiple, issues that are affecting its
attractiveness and influence within the global scene (Brannagan & Giulianotti 2015: 715).

Criticism was shown with regards to the voids left by past researchers in the
literature on soft power, such as the focus usually-given on the soft power exhibited by
large or developed nations (Western countries, countries from the eastern part of Asia,
Russia, China, India, Brazil), the concept’s lack of clarity, academic refinement, and

consideration of different power outcomes, or the concerns raised on how Nye
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Americanized the understanding of soft power by predominantly using examples from the
U.S. In order to move beyond such criticism, Paul Michael Brannagan and Richard
Giulianotti decided to draw upon a short case study of Qatar as an attempt of “refining the
concept of soft power to take account of variegated power outcomes, and focusing on a
small state and a non-American context, in order to advance a theoretical model of the
soft power—soft disempowerment nexus” (Brannagan & Giulianotti 2018:1142). There are
cultural, social, economic, and political structures that form the soft power resources of a
country, each leading to a possible outcome from a cultural, social, economic, respectively
political perspective. Culturally speaking, ‘strategic communication’ through, for
instance, hosting a MSE, can be used by states in order to globally disseminate a series of
reputation-promoting messages over a certain amount of time. Investments in sports,
music, and arts are made by states in order to develop specific ‘service industries’ that can
attract visitors, thus enhancing global competitiveness in terms of tourism. Socially
speaking, involvement in ‘attractive causes’, such as Qatar’s $30 million donation for the
rebuilding of Texan communities affected by Hurricane Harvey, can lead to long-lasting
partnerships between the benefactor and the benefiter. Moreover, a nation supporting
foreign students to enlist to its various forms of education often leads to positive
perceptions being developed by such students on the policies of the host country. A state
taking attractive stances in significant national matters, such as the important legal,
political, and civil roles offered to women in Qatar, can provide that state an image of
‘norm entrepreneur’ in front of the other states. In terms of economic possible outcomes,
besides being an economically powerful and resourceful state on its own, heavy foreign
investments can be done by a state in order to pe perceived as an ‘entreprencurial state’
and to consolidate its relationship with the country benefiting from the investments. For
example, Qatar’s relationship with the United Kingdom was enhanced by the major and
constant financing done by the former in the benefit of the latter. Political possible
outcomes of soft power enactment refer to a state’s foreign relations, namely on how a
state can be perceived as a ‘strategic partner’ and a ‘go-to government’ by thriving in
important areas like defence, security and trade, or as ‘non-stop mediator’ when constantly
contributing to solving conflicts, thus developing ‘issue-specific power’ capable of
placing the state within a favorable position in front of international organizations

overseeing global policy-making (Brannagan & Giulianotti 2018:1141-1150).

So far only the successful conversion of soft power resources has been
depicted, thus is important to discuss its dependency on the ‘credible attraction filter’,

which consists of two crucial points. Firstly, soft power represents a relational and
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intersubjective process that functions only if a shared understanding of what constitutes
attractive cultural norms, beliefs, and values is reached amongst two or more countries,
as different rules of attraction may apply when a state’s attempt to develop soft power is
in question. “Beauty is, at the end of the day, in the eye of the beholder, and is not always
recognized or appreciated by those whom one seeks to beguile” (Brannagan & Giulianotti
2018:1141-1151). Secondly, successful conversion is reached only when a state’s soft
power resources are both attractive and credible in front of an international audience. For
instance, a state’s successful bid for the hosting rights of the Olympics may be perceived
by some as an attractive achievement, while, simultaneously, by others as a waste of state
resources, thus lacking credibility. Even worse, if corruption and unlawful practices
would increasingly be reported with regards to the bidding process that claimed the award,
attractiveness will be replaced with illegitimacy and foul play in the eyes of other states,
international organizations, the global media, or other foreign audiences. Based on their
attractiveness and credibility, soft power resources may be empowering and
disempowering (Brannagan & Giuliannotti 2018:1151-1152).

Soft disempowerment has a major influence on the credible attraction filter,
as it entails a state’s actions, lack of action, and policies that through their offending,
alienating, and upsetting nature will lead to a loss of credibility and attractiveness on the
international stage. Soft disempowerment concerns the interrogation, challenging, and
resistance shown towards a state’s efforts to develop soft power, and, unlike soft power,
implies collective understandings of ‘unattractiveness’ and ‘illegitimacy’. However, in
relational terms, actions can be pictured as disagreeable only in the eyes of some, while
others would not share the same picture. Three common ways of soft disesmpowerment
have been observed in relation to states. First of all, states can be accused of breaching
international laws and rules, as it usually happens when international mass media
uncovers such violations, often with assistance from internal whistleblowers. For instance,
accusations of bribery and corruption conducted during the bidding process for the 2022
World Cup seriously affected Qatar’s pursuit of soft power. Secondly, states will suffer
from soft disempowerment when failing to endorse international conventions/standards
on global development, such as the ones related to the environment, humanitarianism, or
safeguarding of individuals. In Qatar’s case, since the country was awarded the staging
rights for the 2022 World Cup, international criticism has shifted its focus from the
country’s limitations in civil and political rights towards its use of the kafala system and
the exploitation of migrant workers. Further criticism was brought upon the illegal status

of homosexuality within the Gulf country. Finally, when a state’s actions directly and
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negatively impact the well-being of other nations or community of nations, such actions
are certainly disempowering the state in front of the global audience. Qatar was
disempowered from this perspective mainly by being accused for seriously financing
terrorism, granting refugee status to the GCC’s security threatening leaders of the Sunni
Islamist group (Muslim Brotherhood) that led to the withdrawal of several ambassadors
from Doha, or by the feelings of provocation and weakening undergone by neighbor
countries in relation to Qatar’s victory over the other bidders for the 2022 World Cup. As
observed, soft disempowerment can be achieved in several ways, but it still depends on
the intersubjective and relational understandings of ‘unattractiveness’ and ‘lack of
credibility’. For instance, Qatar’s infamous human rights record in relation to the
country’s constant attempts of placing itself as a good international actor may lead to a
situation where those resonating with the liberal capitalist Western society will avoid
looking for work or doing business in the country (Brannagan & Giuliannotti 2018:1152-
1155).

4.3. Conclusion

The analysis will use Horne’s three sites of political contestation in order to
explore the contemporary politics of legacy, rights, and labour, of the 2026 World Cup.
Based on such exploration, the analysis will seek to reveal, through the use of the
theoretical provisions on soft power and soft disempowerment, both the possibilities of
soft power enhancement jointly exhibited by U.S.A, Canada, and Mexico, and the ways
in which contemporary actions, decisions, or events, could disempower the three hosting
countries. Given the aim of this thesis, the lack of in-depth emphasis of soft power and its
related terms within the theoretical provisions of Horne led to the need of more
comprehensive works on the matter from leading researchers of the field, such as Nye,

Brannagan, or Giuliannotti.

5. Methodology

This thesis is conducted as a single-case study on the 2026 WC’s politics of
rights, labour, and legacy, that aims to reveal, based on such exploration, the soft power

strategy manifested by the three countries in relation to contemporary actions that could
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disempower them in front of an international audience. The method chapter will debut
with an emphasis of case studies in general, where this research will be assigned to the
category of case studies that is most fitting for reaching its aim. Furthermore, the other
method used in addressing the two research questions provided by this thesis, namely
document analysis, will also be underlined within the same chapter, as well as the

selection of material.

5.1. Single-case studies

The word ‘case’ is originated from the Latin casus, which means an
occurrence, and usually has a negative connotation, such as an accident or a misfortune.
Within the legal field, the concept of ‘case’ designates a scandal or a lawsuit, while within
the religious and medical spheres, it refers to an embarrassing moral issue that implies a
difficult ethical debate, respectively to a patient’s state and history. Such common
meanings are pointing out some of the key characteristics behind the use of ‘case’ withing
social sciences. The case is disconcerting and provokes reflection, while underlining the
need for adjusting a theoretical framework. It usually indicates an extraordinary and
specific situation that requires description or reasoning, a solution, and a theoretical
framework used in defining its meaning. A case represents a phenomenon or event that is
conceptualized and analysed as a manifestation of a broader class of phenomena. The
delimitation of a case depends on the theoretical conceptualization used by the researcher,
as such boundaries result from theoretical choices. A case study consists of a research
strategy that unfolds an in-depth empirical examination of one, or a reduced number of,
events in order to explore the construction of each case, and to unravel characteristics of
a bigger class of similar events, while developing and appraising theoretical explanations.
The collection of data for a case study research can be pursued in various ways, as data
can have both a quantitative and a qualitative nature (Vennesson 2008:226-227)

A case study implies a great advantage because it offers the researcher an
opportunity to intensively examine a single case even when his resources are relatively
limited. The case study method is scientifically ambiguous to some extent because science
represents a generalizing activity, while single case studies can imply neither the basis for
a valid generalization, nor the ground for disclaiming an already-established
generalization. However, case studies can indirectly provide a significant contribution to

the imposition of general statements and to theory-development in political science. If a
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case is chosen for analysis out of an interest for the case per se, then the case studies
implied for such analysis are the following: atheoretical case studies and interpretative
case studies (Lijphart 1971:691). As the other categories of case studies concern an
interest in theory-building, which is not applicable, nor relevant, to this research, this
section will move on with establishing which typology this case study should be included
in.

Atheoretical case studies are traditionally conducted as a single-country or as
a single-case analysis. Such studies are completely descriptive, and are neither interested
in using hypothesized generalizations, nor in formulating general theory. Thus, the direct
theoretical value of atheoretical case studies is null. Similar to atheoretical case studies,
interpretative case studies analytically pursue an interest in the case per se, rather than in
formulating general theory, but with the explicit use of established theoretical
propositions. The difference between the two is illustrated by how interpretative case
studies always aim to apply an already established theoretical framework to a specific
case in order to clarify it, hence why they are conducted within the field of “applied
science”. Since contributing to empirical generalizations is not the aim of interpretative
case studies, they have no value in terms of theory-development. However, it is
specifically the role of empirical theory in making such case studies possible (Lijphart
1971:692).

This study implies an interest more on the case per se, which consists of the
soft power enactment of the three hosting countries through the politics of legacy, rights,
and labour, in the context of hosting the 2026 World Cup, in relation to contemporary
problematic situations that could disempower them, rather than on contributing to the
already-established theoretical findings on soft power, soft disempowerment, or the
contemporary politics of Major Sports Events, thus why it will be conducted as an
interpretative case study. Moreover, the capacity of single-case studies to allow for the
extensive examination of an event, or reduced number of events, with limited resources

is welcomed by this thesis.

5.2. Document analysis

Document analysis consists of a systematic procedure meant to review and

evaluate both printed and electronic documents. Similar to other analytical methods
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within qualitative research, document analysis asks for data to be examined and
interpreted in such manner that it evokes meaning, acquires understanding, and develops
empirical knowledge. The range of documents that can be systematically evaluated is vast
and can include agendas, attendance registers, books, brochures, journals, letters,
background papers, newspapers, organisational and institutional reports, and so on. The
analytical procedure requires finding, picking, assessing, and synthesizing data grasped
within documents. After gathering data such as excerpts, quotations, or whole passages,
document analysis is organizing them into categories, main themes, and case examples

namely through content analysis (Bowen 2009:27-28).

Document analysis is frequently combined with different qualitative research
methods, thus taking part into a triangulation process, which is the conjunction of
methodologies in the study of the same phenomena. Moreover, the qualitative researcher
should consider at least two sources of evidence. Using different data sources and methods
will lead to convergence and corroboration within the researcher’s work. The evidence
chosen for the study gains more credibility once the researcher decides to triangulate data.
Triangulation of both data and methods would also assist the researcher from avoiding
any possible accusation that his findings are simply the artifact of a single source, a single
method, or a single investigator’s bias. Concerning its use as a research method, document
analysis is especially suitable for qualitative case studies. The rationale of document
analysis is transliterated within its participation in methodological and data triangulation,
the impressive significance of documents in case study research, and its utility as a stand-
alone method within specialised forms of qualitative research such as historical and cross-
cultural research (Bowen 2009:28-29).

Similar to other research methods, document analysis has its own advantages
and limitations. Advantages-wise, document analysis is less time-consuming, hence more
efficient than other methods, as it implies data selection, not data collection. Data selection
is also easy to conduct because many documents are in the public domain, especially on
the Internet, and can be acquired without the authors’ permit. Moreover, document
analysis is less costly than other methods because it does not require the collection of new
data. It only remains that the quality and content of documents to be evaluated, as data is
already gathered. Besides previous studies, most documents are unobtrusive and non-
reactive, meaning that they are not influenced by the research process, thus document
analysis eliminates the concerns regarding reflexivity. Furthermore, documents are stable,
as the investigator’s implication does not spoil the subject of study, and provide vast

coverage, as they can cover a long period of time, many events, and many settings.
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Another advantage of document analysis is reflected upon the inclusion of exact names,
references, and details, making documents even more useful during the research process.
Besides all these advantages, there are some limitations to be considered when using
document analysis. Firstly, excepting previous studies, documents are not established for
research purposes, hence why they usually do not deliver enough details to answer a
research question. Secondly, documentation is not retrievable all the time, as access to
documents may knowingly be restricted. Thirdly, biased selectivity can be suggested once
a collection of documents is incomplete. However, considering its efficiency and cost-
effectiveness in particular and the fact that such limitations really represent potential
flaws, rather than significant disadvantages, document analysis provides advantages that
definitively outweigh the limitations (Bowen 2009:30-32).

Given that document analysis is specifically suitable for qualitative case
studies, that it provides so many advantages for the researcher, and that it takes part in a
triangulation of both methodology and data, such method is fitting well the aim and
conduct of this thesis. The selection of data to be examined according to the

methodological plan of this paper will be discussed during this chapter’s final section.

5.4. Selection of material

The material selection has been pursued according to the requirements and
liberties provided by the methodology chosen for this research. Both case studies and
document analysis (especially document analysis) offer much flexibility in selecting the
material meant to be analyzed, thus choosing data was easier for this thesis. However,
document analysis requires the triangulation of data in order to avoid criticism on the use
of a single source, or a single investigator’s bias, and to provide more credibility to this

thesis.

Triangulation of data will be observed within the analysis, as both qualitative
and quantitative data were used. Quantitative data was helpful particularly for the
measurement of the economic legacy proposed in the Bid (Beissel & Kohe 2020, United
Bid 2026 2018a), for emphasizing on several aspects related to the sporting legacy of the
event (FMF 2022, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2023, National Library of
Medicine 2022), and for consolidating arguments on the occurrence of labour exploitation
in Canada (FCJ Refugee Centre and Canadian Centre to End Human Trafficking 2023).
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Furthermore, both primary and secondary sources of data were selected and used within
this research. The primary material sources include official bid documents, such as the
United 2026 Bid Book, its Human Rights Supplement, or reports from the Bureau of

International Affairs on child labour in Mexico.

Previous research in the field (Beissel & Kohe 2020, Alfrey et al. 2022),
extensive reports done by competent non-governmental organizations (CSHR & Clifford
Chance 2022), and official bid documents (United 2026 2018a, United 2026 2018b), were
of particular relevance for the exploration of the politics of legacy, rights, respectively
labour, exhibited through the United Bid. Given that no previous research was done with
regards to the enactment of soft power and the risks of soft disempowerment related to
the hosting countries in the context of hosting the 2026 World Cup, the interpretation of
data relevant for the two matters included other sources of material, such as reports from
NGOs (FCJ Refugee Centre and Canadian Centre to End Human Trafficking 2023),
widely known newspapers (Bloomberg 2023, New York Times 2023, CNN 2023, BBC
2023, The Guardian 2023), articles published by international human rights organizations
(OHCHR 2018), by think tanks (Council of Foreign Relations 2022, 2023), or by local
and national sports entities from the three hosting countries (FMF 2022, Jugamos Todos
2023), and so on.

6. Analysis

6.1. Legacy politics, soft power, and soft disempowerment

This sub-section of the analysis will focus on each of the three main legacy
promises of the United Bid 2026, namely the promise of certainty, the power of unity, and
the potential for extraordinary opportunity, and will explore the possibility of any
contemporary problematic situations related to any of such legacy promises that could
either lead to a loss of attractiveness, or credibility, or to upsetting, offending, or alienating

other states, thus disempowering the three countries.

The promise of certainty represents the economic legacy emphasized by the
three hosting countries through the United Bid 2026. The North American nations,
combined, offered FIFA the largest ever commercial market for staging the Men’s World

Cup by amounting more than 500 million people across the three countries, 69
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metropolitan areas inhabiting at least 1 million people, and an estimated $20 trillion in
total economic output. On the same note, in order to support the idea of a lucrative market,
the Bid emphasized on the most innovative corporate sectors across the three countries,
namely technology, pharmaceuticals, aerospace, and media production in The U.S.,
agriculture, mathematics, and tech innovation in Mexico, and biotechnology,
transportation, and smart cities in Canada (Beissel & Kohe 2020:602-604). Moreover,
according to the official bid book, the sports industry in North America generated USD
$69.4 billion in revenue in 2017, while more than USD $75 billion of annual revenue was
expected to be reached by 2020. The steady increase of youth participation in football and
adult passion for the sport, or the annual investments of USD $16.9 billion in sports
sponsorship, were also illustrated within the bid book with regards to the commercial
opportunity that can be provided by hosting the 2026 World Cup in North America
(United 2026 2018a:109).

The Bid’s organizers illustrated commercial opportunity through the promise
of an unprecedented 11 billion US dollars profit for FIFA, and cost certainty mainly
through the use of already-existing infrastructure. With regards to the latter, according to
the economic impact study of the 2026 World Cup, the predicted economic benefits of the
World Cup comprised a short-term economic activity cumulating 5 billion US dollars,
including the creation of an estimated 40000 jobs, incremental worker earnings from
candidate host cities exceeding US$ 1 billion, and an overall net benefit of 3-4 billion US
dollars. Moreover, according to the same study, after considering the estimated public
costs of the event, the World Cup is supposed to generate a net benefit ranging from 90 to
480 million US dollars for each of the host cities. The Bid’s organizers condemned
previous World Cups of the high public expenditures, human rights violations, disused
stadiums, and local community displacement, while proposing a solution for such issues
focused on the timely delivery of all venues and facilities. Such premises advantaged the
three hosting countries within FIFA’s assessment of the bids, as FIFA rated the United
Bid’s assurance of a commercial success and its use of existing infrastructure with a score
of 4 out of 5. (Beissel & Kohe 2020:602-604). The economic certainty provided by the
United Bid was “too big to fail” (Beissel & Kohe 2020:604).

However, according to Beissel and Kohe, given the scant evidence in impact
studies that support the possibility of any long-term economic benefits for the hosts, the
Bid’s ignorance of the existing investments in stadiums that exceed 7 billion US dollars
in The U.S. only, and the burden of externalized economic and social expenditures

resulted from staging a MSE, there is serious doubt on how The U.S., Mexico, and Canada
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would economically benefit from the 2026 World Cup. It was shown in the past through
an ex post analysis of the 1994 U.S. World Cup that the economic impact of the event was
uncapable of justifying the magnitude of the costs, as tourist displacement, crowding out,
the substitution effect, and the indirect economic multiplier, had led to a net loss ranging
from 5.5 to 9.3 billion US dollars, compared to the ex ante predicted net profits of US $4
billion. Foremost, one thing is certain, namely that, similar to many of its counterparts
from the past, the Bid’s economic analysis illustrates an economic legacy of market
certainty, from which FIFA and its corporate partners would benefit in terms of
commercial success (Beissel & Kohe 2020:604). The economic legacy of this 2026 World
Cup will seemingly generate selective tangible legacies, as, for instance, the commercial
success of FIFA and its corporate partners seems inevitable, thus having an elitist,
individualist, and palpable nature. According to the provisions on soft power and soft
disempowerment, failing to achieve the predicted economic net benefits is not sufficient
to disempower the three countries, even if there would be a serious discrepancy between
such benefits and the actual economic gains. In a worst case scenario, their short-term
strategy of economic development through the staging of a Major Sports Event could
become unattractive in front of an international audience, but it is highly unlikely because
of the economic burden carried by Major Sports Events being already acknowledged by
many (e.g. Horne 2017, Ludvigsen 2019), including Infantino during the introduction of
FIFA 2.0, which may rather lead to states having doubts when considering to bid for the
hosting rights of such events. However, if done right in terms of costs and benefits,
through the use of already existing infrastructure and the multiple host format, the short-
term strategy of economic development proposed by the three countries for the event
could actually improve their soft power. Moreover, the enhancement of soft power
through, for instance, the attractive promotion of the most innovative corporate sectors
across the three countries during the event could attract foreign investments on the long
term, thus outweighing the already-acknowledged high costs and potential economic loss
implied by MSEs. Still, as mentioned earlier, beauty is, at the end of the day, in the eye
of the beholder.

The power of unity is illustrated as the political dimension of the Bid’s legacy.
First and foremost, the political legacy of the 2026 World Cup is communicated by the
Bid through its promise of trans-continental unity, as it is also emphasized as a blueprint
for future World Cups comprising joint-hosting countries, and as having the potential to
develop the standards of living for all the citizens in North America for generations to

come. The Bid’s organizers are pursuing an attempt to enhance the soft power of the three
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countries by underlining the Bid’s capability of transcending political doubts in order to
provide a common good. The Bid has been publicly backed by national and local
governmental leaders, who have highlighted the “the long and successful history of
partnership, shared culture and language that transcends borders, and prosperous growth
available to each country” (Beissel & Kohe 2020:606). According to the official bid book,
the North American region has thrived because of how three of the most prosperous
economic entities, namely Mexico, Canada, and U.S.A, have operated as tightly integrated
markets for so long, with over USD $2.3 billion and almost two million tons of goods
moving between the countries every day. Moreover, a common workforce is growing
within the region, as companies and corporations tend to provide products and services
that are available in all three countries (United 2026 2018a:109).

The three federal governments had all committed to unilaterally uphold the
Bid, and had enunciated, alongside candidate host cities, the power of football to influence
lives, to promote global unity, and to claim transnational inclusivity. For instance, Mexico
City has promised to sustainably, inclusively, and innovatively, share the Mexican culture,
traditions, and diversity in order to uplift the country, the region, and the world, while
Montreal, and Washington D.C., have called upon the unification of all culture and
backgrounds through football, respectively the enactment of cultural diplomacy by uniting
visitors and residents through sport. More than 300 high-status politicians, corporate
executives, or important members from the industries of sports-hospitality and tourism in
host cities, had furtherly expressed their support for the Bid, while 77% of the 1000
residents from the three countries that took part in a IPSOS survey encouraged the hosting
of the event. However, the Bid’s discourse on unity ignored criticism expressed by
politicians over FIFA’s hosting requirements, as, for instance, the non-negotiable hosting
terms imposed by FIFA on host cities to entirely cover the costs of staging the event had
led to the withdrawal of Chicago, Vancouver, and Minneapolis, from competing for the
hosting rights. The burdening demands of international organizing bodies are common
within all MSEs, as such demands guarantee organizations like FIFA, or I0C, the
infrastructural, legal, and financial control over a city or nation, thus often leading to
weakened civil liberties and human rights, increased securitization of public spaces, and
extensive population displacement. Moreover, during Trump’s mandate, the idea of unity
was striking given how the commercial and diplomatic relations between the three

countries had reached a record low in decades (Beissel & Kohe 2020:607).

Despite their constant attempts of distancing the Bid from Trump’s politics,

the organizers had to face an anti-American sentiment increasingly emerging mainly from
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Trump’s political and ideological conflicts with Canada and Mexico on grounds of trade,
immigration, and foreign policy. Amongst others, Donald Trump introduced the travel
ban affecting mainly Muslim countries, asked for the renegotiation of the North American
Free Trade Agreement, perpetuated racism and stereotypes through public comments,
regarded Mexicans as rapists and criminals, publicly asked for the building of a 1000-mile
border between Mexico and U.S.A, the cost of which was supposed to be covered by the
Mexican government, profanely described the poor communities in countries from Africa
and Latin America, issued public threats on Twitter, and publicly declared that Mexico is
not U.S.A’s friend. Moreover, prior to the voting period for the hosting rights of the World
Cup in 2018, and after being urged by U.S. Senators to support the Bid, Trump engaged
himself within a several-month process consisting of constant attempts of politically
influencing FIFA’s decision, which was against the association’s organizational conduct.
For instance, Trump assured Infantino through several direct letters of his support for
continental partnership, full-tax exemptions for FIFA on all commercial pursuits during
the event, visa-free travel, and the riddance of the travel ban against Muslims (Beissel &
Andrews 2021:238-240). According to Beissel and Kohe, the symbolic politics of unity
promised by the three hosing countries were merely discursive during Trump’s presidency
because of the Bid’s insufficient emphasis of the political fallout and political fracturing
caused by Trumpism, and the fact that such politics did not include any discussion on the
ways in which the Bid could improve the broken transnational relations between the three
countries (Beissel & Kohe 2020:608).

On the 15" of November 2022, in front of a crowd gathered at Mar-a-Lago,
Trump’s waterfront estate in Florida, the former president of the United States announced
his bid for a new nonconsecutive term starting in 2024. During a speech in front of allies,
advisors, and conservative influencers, Donald Trump frequently compared his first-term
accomplishments with Biden’s policies and the current economic landscape, while
constantly promoting conspiracies about his last presidential elections, and, at times,
complaining about the high extent of systematic corruption and ingrained interests (CNN
2022). Several months have passed since his announcement for a new White House Bid,
and, although while facing multiple criminal charges, Donald Trump is still running for
the office, as he has long tried to clear lawsuits against him by labelling them as politically
motivated hoaxes and ‘witch hunts’ (The Washington Post 2023). There are already
numerous contrasting polls, with some advantaging Trump, and others favoring Biden
(Time 2023). Regardless of the polls, the fact that Trump is still running for presidency

mostly unaffected by the numerous lawsuits established against him means that there is a
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chance of seeing him again as the president of the United States in 2024, with two more
years ahead until the beginning of the World Cup. The possibility of Trump’s
reinstatement at the helm of the White House brings risks of soft disesmpowerment only
by itself, as Mexico, Canada, countries affected in the past by Trump’s travel ban, or other
countries that were publicly shamed or threatened by the former president, could get
offended by such event. More importantly, given Trump’s antics regarding diplomatic
relations and immigration, the repetition of unattractive and illegitimate foreign policies
represents a probability that may upset the aforementioned countries and disempower,
mainly, the United States. The promise of unity will probably suffer even more during a

new presidential term for Trump.

Actually, the promise of unity already suffers to some extent, with no
implication of Trumpism. The Bid underlines the power of football to unite different
people and their culture, but it does not acknowledge the unequal power relations,
marginalizing effects, and prevailing socio-cultural hegemonies implied in this sport.
More importantly, the Bid ignores deeply settled cultural differences, controversial
histories, and the emerging contemporary geopolitical divisions (Beissel 2023:5). The
current geopolitical landscape does not accommodate the idea of unity through football,
as it entails, for instance, the constant development of BRICS, a response from the Global
South towards G7 comprising the alliance of Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South
Africa (DW 2023), or the still on-going armed conflict of Russia with Ukraine and its
allies from NATO and the European Union (Bloomberg 2023). As it seems, the current
geopolitical scenery still implies to a great extent the diplomatic division between the
West and the East. However, if the transnational bond between USA, Canada, and
Mexico, will be eventually enhanced through joint hosting the 2026 World Cup, then soft

power can be achieved by the three countries, at least in front of a Western audience.

Similar to recent bids for Major Sports Events, the Bid’s sporting legacy of
extraordinary opportunity brings attention to the establishment of unprecedented
opportunities for the promotion of health and physical activity through sport. All three of
the hosting countries emphasized the need of physical activity in the improvement of
health, as, for instance, Mexico highlighted the importance of hosting the 2026 World
Cup in fighting against a trend of growing childhood obesity, while the United States
listed further benefits of sports engagement, such as the development of team relationships
and leadership skills (United 2026 2018a:15-18). Additionally, each country provided a
primordial issue to be addressed as part of the sporting legacy of the tournament. The

United States underlined the need of football opportunities for underserved communities,
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while Mexico, and Canada, focused on making football more accessible for girls and
women, respectively on social inclusion in sport with particular attention given to
indigenous people and minorities. A focal point of the Bid’s legacy is represented by the
establishment of “Minutes from Football”, which is a new and extensive $US 20 million
programme meant to build and improve safe football facilities for underprivileged
communities through the development of 2,026 mini-pitches across the continent, and the
alignment with the current similar programmes from each country. (United 2026
2018a:462-464). However, according to Beissel & Kohe, given that the Bid underlined
the importance of facts in its pursuit for the hosting rights, there is scarce proof that the
2026 World Cup could actually lead to the improvement of physical activity, or visible
social change, within the three countries (Beissel & Kohe 2020:605).

According to a study from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, in
2020, only 28% of the U.S. citizens fulfilled a minimum of physical activity requirements
concerning a combination of both leisure-time aerobic and muscle-strengthening (Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention 2023). Although slightly going down to 37.3% in
2021, the prevalence of overweight and obesity amongst school-age children in Mexico
had raised from 35.6% in 2018 to 38.2% in 2020 (National Library of Medicine 2022).
During a press conference in Ottawa at the end of March 2023, Manitoba member of the
Parliament, Niki Ashton, asked FIFA and the Canadian federal government for more
football-related investments to be done into her riding comprising the highest percentage
of First Nations (CBC 2023). Progress can still be traced to a little extent, as, for example,
Jugamos Todos represents a programme implemented by the Mexican Football Federation
in collaboration with the Guanajuato Ministry of Education at the end of 2022 aiming to
bring awareness in 700 schools across the state with regards to the health benefits of
practicing football (FMF 2022), while the first Jugamos Todos Festival was held recently,
at the end of April 2023 (Jogamos Todos 2023). However, the proof of significant
development within the three countries related to any of the aforementioned sporting
legacies is also scarce over recent years, thus hardening the mission of the 2026 World
Cup to achieve its legacy of extraordinary opportunity and to generate universal tangible

legacies through, for example, the creation of more advanced football-related facilities.

If not achieved in terms of social change, the sporting legacy of the three
countries could mainly lead to local criticism. There are no indicators of how such failure
could lead to the soft disesmpowerment of the three countries, given that none of the
common disempowering situations could be happening. However, if the sporting legacy

of the Bid can move beyond assuring commercial success to FIFA, and reach its aims
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related to the improvement of health and inclusion in sports, the model provided by the
three countries would certainly enhance their soft power because of its efficiency.

The legacy politics of the 2026 World Cup, as previously discussed, hardly
reveal any high risks of soft dissmpowerment besides the possibility of Trump’s re-
election as the president of the United States. Only if Donald Trump will be reinstalled as
the president of America, and his foreign policy conduct will be controversial once again,
one of the three theoretical situations of soft dissmpowerment will be achieved, namely
the one in which the state would be disempowered by actions directly and negatively
impacting the well-being of other nations or community of nations. The legacy politics of
the Bid, if done right, could actually represent an important soft power enhancer for the

three hosting countries.

6.2. Politics of rights, soft power, and soft disempowerment

This subsection will dive into the contemporary rights politics of the United
Bid to explore how the protection of human rights has been projected within the soft
power mechanisms of the three countries for the 2026 World Cup in relation to
contemporary disempowering issues related to rights that are either happening within at
least one of the three countries, or are directly taking part in the preparation for the 2026
World Cup. Significant concerns of possible human rights violations are present across
all three countries, such the various extents of discrimination in the U.S., or the cartel
violence in Mexico. Regarding the latter, it is important to mention that measures taken
against any sort of violence that could occur during the event have often been approached
in the past as matters of security. According to Giulianotti and Klauser, general event-
specific risks and security strategies of Major Sports Events can be divided into the
following: terrorist risks, spectator and political violence, and poverty, social divisions,
and urban crime. Giulianotti and Klauser acknowledged the increasing interest given to
security issues during MSEs, especially since the 9/11 terrorist attacks, and the booming
of security budgets for such events that have long passed the $US 1 billion-mark
(Giuliannoti & Klauser 2010:49-52). However, given that cartel violence in Mexico, or
gun violence in the United States, represent a major threat to life, and that, according to
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, the right to life, liberty, and security,
is a fundamental right of the UDHR (Universal Declaration of Human Rights) that has to
be protected, respected, and ensured (OHCHR 2018), this thesis will not approach any
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threat to life as a matter of security politics, but as a matter of politics of rights. Moreover,
it is important to clear 2 others aspects before going further with the analysis. Firstly,
violations of labour rights, regardless of their conduct, will be investigated during the next
sub-section, which is primarily focused on labour politics. Although labour rights are
usually taken as part of a broader emphasis on violations of human rights, such a decision
is based on Horne’s division of political sites of contestation related to Major Sports
Events. Secondly, particular emphasis will be placed on issues related to the right to life,
as the failure to protect this right carries the highest risk of soft disempowerment for the
three countries. However, as the aim of this paper asks for several ways in which soft
disempowerment can be achieved, this subsection will briefly discuss two other issues,
namely discrimination in the United States and the toxic effects of the Canadian oil

industry upon the communities of First Nations.

According to a report jointly released by the CSHR (Centre for Sport &
Human Rights) and Clifford Chance on the human rights plans submitted by the host city
candidates, the potential of Major Sports Events to advance human rights through
different measures, such as job creation, training, urban regeneration, the development of
new leisure facilities and public spaces, or new social housing, has often been
overshadowed by violations of human rights, thus failing to achieve lasting impacts on
the host city’s community, standards, and foundations. The focus of human rights groups
on a variety of alarming issues implied by MSEs has increased since the 2008 Summer
Olympic Games and Paralympic Games that took place in Beijing. Such issues usually
concern corruption, violations of rights of children and other vulnerable groups,
illegitimate land purchase and displacement, violations of construction workers’ rights,
labour abuses within the supply chains, exploitation of the workforce contracted for the
event, human trafficking, worrying standards of security and policing, and the censorship
of free expression. The focus on Major Sports Events and human rights has concurred
with the growing trend underlining the responsibilities of non-state actors towards human
rights, which included the establishment of the UN Guiding Principles on Business and
Human Rights. The 2012 London Olympics marked the beginning of a new agenda
comprising an increasing number of event organizers and sporting bodies promoting
human rights through public statements and the development of policies on the matter.
FIFA has stood at the forefront of this new agenda (CSHR & Clifford Chance 2022:7).

In 2017, FIFA introduced human rights risk assessments as a bidding
requirement for its events, representing a major reform that debuted with the competition
for the 2026 WC’s hosting rights. A letter jointly written to FIFA in 2014 by Mary
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Robinson, the founding Chair of the Center for Sport and Human Rights, and John Ruggie,
the author of the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human rights, in their respective
capacities as the Patron, respectively Chair, of the Institute for Human Rights and
Business, stood behind the establishment of FIFA’s decision. In 2016, the letter’s
recommendations of due diligence within the planning of MSEs were developed by John
Ruggie within his report called ‘For the Game, for the World’, which was fundamental
for FIFA in incorporating the assessment of risks related to human rights and the emphasis
of plans meant to mitigate such risks as requirements of the bidding process (Alfrey et al.
2022:311).

The United Bid established its own competition amongst candidate cities for
the hosting rights in terms of plans regarding the protection of human rights and mitigation
of risks within the vision of the three countries for the 2026 World Cup, as such detailing
of the plans represented an innovation even in front of the requirements introduced by
FIFA for a first time ever within the bidding process for one of its events. The ‘United
2026 Proposal for Human Rights Strategy”’ articulated the Bid’s goal of hosting the 2026
World Cup in such a way that both the protection of human rights, and the improvement
of life’s quality, will be reached. Twenty-two cities submitted their human rights plans at
the end of 2021, as shortly after their submission, the CSHR and Clifford Chance released
their report called ‘The Promise of a Positive Legacy’. The main point of the report was
to compress the large amounts of material submitted by the candidate cities in a more
accessible and easier to follow way for a wide variety of stakeholders. The report was
further explored by David Alfrey, Lucy Amis, Steve Nickelsburg, and William Rook, for
emphasizing several trends observed across the human rights proposals of cities (Alfrey
et al. 2022:311-312).

According to Alfrey, Amis, Nickelsburg, and Rook, while reflecting the
fundamental role of stakeholder participation and FIFA’s guidance, all cities committed
to the engagement of stakeholders within the preparation of their bids. Moreover, cities
that engaged with a wider range of stakeholders in a more extensive manner “identified
more 2026 World Cup-specific risks, proposed more comprehensive measures in
mitigation, and suggested more legacy opportunities” (Alfrey et al. 2022:313). The
common features shared by all candidate cities across the three countries are constitutional
democracy, compliance to various international human rights instruments, and
sophisticated mechanisms of human rights protection. However, there are also common
challenges shared by the twenty-two cities, namely the negative impacts of the pandemic,

the intensifying inequality, and the deeply rooted injustices. The trends and human rights

44



themes identified within the ‘The Promise of a Positive Legacy’ are divided into the
following categories: (1) anti-discrimination and inclusion, (2) environment, (3) freedom
of expression, assembly, and the press, (4) housing, property and land rights, (5) safety
and security, (6) complaints, grievance mechanisms, and remedy, and (7) workers’ rights
(Alfrey et al. 2022:313-316). Given that workers’ rights are of particular interest for the
next subsection of this thesis, they will not be emphasized alongside the other trends and

themes.

In terms of anti-discrimination and inclusion, all cities acknowledge the high
risks of discrimination and hostility against vulnerable groups, and are aware of the need
of further steps to be taken in order to avoid exacerbating community tensions during the
World Cup, while advancing greater inclusion and diversity. The LGBTQI+ community,
women, children, migrant workers, foreigners, and racially/ethnically marginalized
groups are all regarded as at-risk groups by all cities. Full accessibility for individuals
suffering from disabilities is recognized by all cities as a requirement for the event.
Amongst the noting measures issued by some cities with regards to the potential for
humiliation and intimidation against immigrants we can found temporary/longer-term
commitments to avoid enforcing immigration laws, or abstention from reporting
undocumented migrants (Alfrey et al. 2022:313-315). Still, according to the US Institute
of diplomacy and human rights, the right to be free from discrimination may be the most
violated right in the United States, where different forms of discrimination occur on a
regular basis. Discrimination based on race (e.g. the killing of George Floyd), anti-
Semitism, Islamophobia, anti-Asian feelings growing since the outbreak of the pandemic,
discrimination of people with disabilities, or the sexual assault and harassment of women
(e.g. the #MeToo movement) represent some instances of discriminating practices in the
United States (USIDHR 2021).

Environmentally speaking, pollution, waste management, and increased water
and energy consumption are some of the issues of interest for candidate cities related to
the arrival of temporary workers and football supporters. Out of all the city proposals, that
discussed, for instance, the need for developing green transportation, or the improvement
of the recycling mechanisms, the most exceptional plans were submitted by the three
candidate cities from Mexico, which incorporated within their strategies the recognition
of the right to a healthy environment, specific actions for the mitigation of environmental
risks, sustainability policies to be imposed on the supply chains contracted for the event,
and the consideration of climate change developments that were stated during the UN’s

recent summit on the matter (Alfrey et al. 2022:313-315). However, the latest leaks of 6
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million litres from a sediment holding facility, respectively of 5.3 million litres of tailings,
that took place in the past few months in Alberta raised serious concerns amongst First
Nations about the toxic effects of Canada’s oil industry on wildlife and waters. The recent
spills only fueled the distrust felt by the indigenous people towards the oil companies
operating in their area, as, according to Rigney, an elder in Athabasca Chipewyan First
Nation, companies have been denying any leaks or spills since the industry started, namely
in the 1960s, when the Jackfish Lake village was replaced with a huge dam (The Guardian
2023).

Regarding the freedom of expression, assembly, and the press, there is a high
anticipation of demonstrations and protests to take place during the event, thus most cities
emphasized measures needed for the establishment of a safe environment in which
peaceful protesters could manifest themselves without harming others. A small number
of cities have even discussed the right to engage with the government in an event-related
context by being able to access public records, voting, attending public meetings, or
participating in boards. Across city proposals, housing, property, and land risks that were
addressed include the following: discrimination in housing, temporary/permanent
displacement of homeless persons, the possibility of wrongdoing against homeless
individuals during the event in terms of law enforcement, or the potential of increased
prices of rent due to the high flux of visitors renting properties on short-term during the
event (Alfrey et al. 2022:313-315).

The need of effective and accessible channels of complaints, grievance, and
remedial action regarding violations of human rights is acknowledged by all cities to a
certain extent, as various approaches were taken when emphasizing on such need,
including highlighting of existing mechanisms that concern particular fields such as police
misconduct, or housing discrimination, underlining of already established human rights
commissions capable of addressing a variety of violations of rights, or the commitment to
offer remedy for victims of abuses that occur in the context of hosting the 2026 World
Cup. Moreover, significant considerations were offered with regards to informing
possible users about methods to access new and current grievance channels, the range of
complaints that could be handled by each mechanism, the ways in which complaints will
be dealt with, and the actions that will be done in order to assure a fair and appropriate
treatment to all victims (Afrey et al. 2022:316-317).

A strong emphasis was placed by all candidate host cities on law enforcement

as playing a crucial role in the provision of safety and security, while also recognizing the
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possibility of police misconduct. Both Canada and the United States proposed solutions
to prevent the misconduct of police officers, such as the prohibition of excessive use of
force, the forbiddance of choke holds, special training, and even restructuring and
reforming police departments. Operational safety and security guidelines were explicitly
underlined by most cities, while all cities concerned the need of further engagement with
organized groups of fans and of joint efforts in improving the working conditions and
training of security staff and stadium workers. Specific risks related to the well-being of
children have been identified by over half of the candidate cities, as they have pledged to
advance child safeguarding programs and procedures meant to provide the best conditions
for children. Regarding the well-being of women during the event, specific measures
against sexual harassment, sexual assault, and increased domestic violence were
contained in less than half of the city proposals. The vulnerability of both women and
children as potential victims of human trafficking is listed as a particular concern of cities
from Mexico and the United States. On the same note, although there is a specific extent
of explaining existing and planned efforts related to security and safety in every city
proposal, the most extensive strategies that were submitted by cities concerned measures
of protection of victims of all sorts of human trafficking, such as labour trafficking,
networks of pedophilia, or the abusing of sex workers (Alfrey et al. 2022:315-316).

“Article 3 is about much more than the death penalty. It is fundamental to
enjoyment of all other rights: after all, you have to be alive to exercise free speech, get
married, or hold nationality” (OHCHR 2018). This is how the right to life has been
illustrated within one of the articles published in 2018 by the Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights in order to celebrate the 70" anniversary of the adoption
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights on the 10" of December 1948 (OHCHR
2018). Regardless of how all strategies, plans, and measures, taken with regards to human
rights were projected by the three hosting countries, the achievements in promoting and
protecting human rights will be overshadowed by any potential failures from the

governments in protecting the right to life.

“Threats to life, however, come not only from state executioners, but
sometimes from your neighbor or your partner, from criminal gangs and armed groups,
and States have an obligation to protect their citizens” (OHCHR 2018). Both Mexico and
the United States illustrate serious concerns about how life is threatened through the
criminal activity of cartels. According to the Council on Foreign Relations, Mexican drug
cartels represents U.S.A.’s main suppliers of heroine, methamphetamine, cocaine, and

other narcotics. The most dangerous and developed cartels in Mexico, as they were listed
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within a 2020 report of the DEA (U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration) are the
following: the Sinaloa Cartel, the Jalisco New Generation Cartel (CING), Los Zetas, the
Beltran-Leyva Organization (BLO), the Gulf Cartel, Los Rojos, Guerreros Unidos (GU),
La Familia Michoacéna, and the Juarez Cartel. The criminal activity of cartels has led to
thousands of Mexicans, including journalists, politicians, and students, dying each year
since the Mexican authorities declared war on cartels (Council on Foreign Relations
2022). The kidnapping of 4 American citizens on the 3" of March, two of whom were
killed, which resulted to a Gulf Cartel’s apology letter accompanied by the handing over
of 5 of its members, was all over the news at the beginning of 2023 (CNN 2023, The New
York Times 2023, BBC 2023), thus raising even more concerns on the life-threatening
activities of drug cartels. Besides more direct ways such as kidnapping, or killing, life can
be threatened by the cartel’s criminal conduct even through indirect methods, such as the
constant flourishment of the drug market in the United States. According to the National
Center for Health Statistics, Fentanyl, a synthetic opioid approximatively 50 times more
potent than heroin, has shaped the recent, and worst, drug crisis faced by the United States,
comprising more than 1.500 people dying every week from overdosing on some type of
opioid. The epidemic of opioids, led by Fentanyl, has led to 80,411 deaths from drug
overdose in the U.S., in 2021 (Council on Foreign Relations 2023). This crisis comes in
contradiction to the billions of dollars provided by the U.S. government to Mexico for the
modernization of security forces, the reforming of its judicial system, and the development
of a more efficient management of migration at the southern border of Mexico.
Additionally, Washington has constantly invested high amounts of money into improving
both security and monitoring operations at its border with Mexico (Council on Foreign
Relations 2022).

The Bid book does not acknowledge the direct and indirect ways in which the
criminal activities of Mexican cartels could threaten the safeguarding of people during the
2026 World Cup. Cartels are only shortly regarded within the other security-related
concerns emphasized within the Human Rights Supplement of the Bid book, which stated
that “majority of cartel and gang related violence that has been reported largely occurs
between the gangs themselves or between gangs and the police” (United 2026 2018b:71).
A particular focus on the problem is required, especially because of the aforementioned
ways in which cartels can impose life-threatening risks upon citizens that are not gang

members.

At the time of its publishment, the Bid book revealed how, with respect to the

right to life, liberty, and security of the person, all three countries provided already
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established protections that were either aligned with international standards, or broadly
aligned with small gaps (United 2026 2018a:459). However, if the 2026 World Cup
reveals any incapacity of the three hosting countries to provide the most fitting protection
of the right to life, and especially if somebody dies in a context related to the hosting of
the event, then a significant soft disesmpowerment will hit all three countries, regardless
of which one of the three was responsible for the actions that disempower, as all three
jointly embarked within this journey. Such potential failure comprises the second
theoretical situation in which soft disempowerment is achieved, namely the one where a
state fails to endorse international conventions/standards on global development, such as
the ones related to the safeguarding of individuals. Same could be said about the high
extents of discrimination in the U.S., or the toxic effects of the Canadian oil industry, but

to a lower extent in terms of soft disempowerment risks.

Still, the politics of rights manifested by the three hosting countries exhibited
great promises of soft power enhancement through, for instance, the innovative
competition between the plans submitted by candidate host cities on human rights risks

assessment and mitigations of these risks.

6.3. Labour politics, soft power, and soft disempowerment

This subsection will explore the Bid’s politics of labour in terms of how the
protection of labour was projected within the soft power mechanisms pursued by the three
hosting countries throughout their bid in relation to labour-related issues that could
disempower at least one of the three countries. Horne’s theoretical provisions require
exploring work rights within their own site of political contestation, separately from all
other rights, thus why this section will illustrate a particular focus on labour in contexts
related to the hosting of the 2026 World Cup.

The rights emphasizing on decent work, occupational safety and health,
regular working hours, adequate wage, anti-discrimination, equal treatment, fair treatment
of temporary/migrant workers, engaging in collective bargaining, striking, and
joining/forming a union, have all been acknowledged to various extents within the
proposals submitted by the candidate host cities. Already established measures regarding
legal protections, complaint channels, minimal working standards, or training programs,

have been included by all cities, while some committed to develop contractual
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requirements with suppliers in order to assure the protection of labour rights for all
workers through, for instance, the prohibition of child labour, or by demanding safe
conditions for work. Providing accessible grievance mechanisms and guaranteeing fair
opportunity exhibited particular relevance within the submitted proposals of the candidate
host cities, while, with regards to event-related procurement and supply chain workers,
many cities included measures to promote businesses owned by women, veterans,
members of minorities and of the LGBTQI+ community. Minimum wage is approached
differently by cities, given the differences in national law and importance offered towards
the issue amongst the three countries, as, for instance, Canadian cities have committed to
the benefit of a living wage for all labourers working in the context of the 2026 World
Cup. Moreover, the proposals submitted by the candidate cities mostly emphasize specific
measures to be taken only with regards to the protection of city employees, while the
preparation for the event overwhelmingly depends on the contribution of third-party
contractors and volunteers from various industries, including hospitality, logistics,

ticketing, catering, and security (Alfrey et al 2022:316).

According to the official bid book, all three countries have committed to
uphold and promote the international labour standards emphasized by the International
Labour Organization, to guarantee the proper enforcement of minimum wage levels, and
to ensure that relevant measures regarding the respect of labour standards are implemented
within all operations, including the activities of staff members and business partners.
However, out of the three countries, only the existing legal protections provided by
Canada in 2018 with respect to labour rights were regarded by the official bid book in
alignment with international standards, or broadly aligned with small gaps, as the Bid
referred to the legal protections on labour rights exhibited by both Mexico and the United
States to have more significant gaps (United 2026 2018a:459), such as the lack of a
minimum wage legislation, or the alleged restrictions in forming a trade union or joining
collective bargaining (United 2026 2018b:25). However, the Canadian legal provisions
on labour rights were seriously questioned in August 2022, when, Syed Hussan, the
executive director of Migrant Workers Alliance for Change, claimed that Canada’s system
that governs the employment of migrant workers is the illustration of “systematic
slavery”, while calling for the reconstruction of it (HRD 2023). Hussan’s statement came
in response to the death of Garvin Yapp, a 57-year-old Jamaican farm worker who,
according to the Ontario Ministry of Labour, was fatally injured while operating farm
equipment (Canadian Occupational Safety 2022). Yapp’s death came only one year after

the passings of five migrant farmworkers who died under mysterious circumstances while
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being quarantined according to the Canadian legal measures taken against the spread of
the COVID-19 pandemic. At the time, advocacy groups had questioned and had
challenged the health and security provisions of the Federal Government for migrant

workers in the midst of the pandemic (Canadian Occupational Safety 2021).

In early 2022, during some times when the demand for migrant labour reached
its peak, the FCJ Refugee Centre, the Canadian Centre to End Human Trafficking (‘The
Centre’), and the Legal Assistance of Windsor (‘LAW?”) joined forces in examining labour
exploitation in Canada during the pandemic, while hoping to reach significant
improvements. According to the report jointly made by the three institutions, the job
vacancies in the pandemic increased in numbers with 80% more than they used to during
the pre-pandemic era, thus developing more pressure to import low-wage migrant
workforce. Approximatively, 777.000 foreign workers migrated to Canada in 2021, out
of whom 39% were contracted in manufacturing, food processing, construction, and
agricultural belts. Although essential to Canada’s economy, the precarious immigration
status of low-wage migrant labourers has made them vulnerable against the potential of
labour abuse and exploitation of workforce, as they often face the following issues: safety
and health concerns revealed by the living conditions, additional work conducted outside
contractual agreements, wages being reduced or seized, no compensation for paid services
that are legally imposed on employers, deportation threats, discrimination, and the
recruiters’ forfeiture of passports or any other legal documents. The pandemic only
worsened their situation, as the Canadian authorities were inefficient in supporting
migrant workers in response to the COVID outbreak. The virus quickly spread on
Canadian farms, thus leading to significant health risks for the migrant workers living in
tight quarters with no ability to socially distance themselves. In some cases, the failure of
employers in implementing public health measures resulted in serious illness and death
(FCJ Refugee Centre and Canadian Centre to End Human Trafficking 2023:3-6).

The key findings of the investigation conducted by the FCJ Refugee Centre,
the Centre, and LAW, reveal the following issues amongst migrant workers: (1) a limited
understanding of their rights in Canada, (2) small extent of awareness with regards to the
occurring of labour trafficking in Canada, (3) mass frustration related to the difficulty of
acquiring permanent residency status, (4) family separation, low wages, and employer
discrimination as primary concerns, and (5) jeopardization of safety caused by the
employers’ failure to implement public health measures, other than the access to anti-
COVID vaccines. Firstly, 60% of the participants in focus group discussions declared

that they had not received any information regarding their labour rights, while information
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in their primary language was offered to only 14% of them. There is a high probability
that many migrant workers are unaware of their eligibility for a minimum wage, legislated
health, safety protocols, or mandatory breaks. Secondly, only 48% of the participants
knew about human trafficking happening in Canada. The study has also revealed how
migrant labourers tend to accept exploitative conditions due to financial desperation.
Thirdly, 62% of the surveyed migrant workers declared that they were not au courant with
the various pathways to permanent residency in Canada. Fourthly, many of the migrant
workers participating in focus groups claimed that they feel isolated, they fear potential
of incapacity to come back to Canada in case they leave to see their families, they are not
paid enough in order to both support themselves and send money back home to their
families, and the salary does not match their skill set or the nature of their work, thus
questioning Canada’s commitment to provide a living wage for all workers in the context
of hosting the 2026 World Cup. Moreover, most of them complained about discrimination
based on ethnicity, while less than half of them declared that they were trained on all
applicable safety protocols required by their job. Finally, although employers in Ontario
were legally required to cover the costs of personal protective equipment against the
pandemic, 10% of the participants stated that they paid for the equipment themselves,
while 8% of the participants did not receive any equipment at all. Several other issues
amongst the participants included: 16% stated that they were accommodated with a further
of 2-4 people in one room, 18% declared that they lived with more than 4 other people in
one room, 30% had no access to COVID-19 vaccines, although they were free of charge
for all people, regardless of their status, only 18% claimed that they had access to the
widely available rapid tests, and 92% said that they were unable to access financial aid
such as unemployment insurance or financial assistance programs particularly developed
in response to the pandemic (FCJ Refugee Centre and Canadian Centre to End Human
Trafficking 2023:15-32).

Nor the Bid, or its Human Rights Supplement, specifically acknowledged the
topic of migrant workers suffering from labour exploitation and abuses in Canada,
although the Supplement broadly underlined reported concerns of wage theft, non-
payment of overtime work, or the incapacity to live decently in large cities with the
minimum wage (United 2026 2018b:67). However, in terms of particularly emphasized
risks related to labour, concerns about child labour in both Mexico and the U.S. were
raised within the Human Rights Supplement of the United Bid, with particular focus on
the agricultural and manufacturing sectors (United 2026 2018b:65). In 2021, according to

the Bureau of International Labor Affairs, which is an operating unit of the U.S.
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Department of Labour, the Mexican Government made moderate advancement in
attempts to eradicate the worst types of child labour, which included: an additional 5000
labour inspections compared to 2020, the development of a new voluntary reporting
system for the confirmation of compliance with the Labor Code within businesses, the
publishing of a report of the activities conducted by the Commission on the Rights of the
Refugee and Migrant Children and Adolescents in 2021 with respect to the well-being of
migrant/refugee children, and unaccompanied minors, the publishing and implementation
of the National Program for Children and Adolescents 2021-2024, and the 9.8 million
students reached by the Benito Juarez Wellbeing National Scholarship Program.
However, such efforts were deemed inssufficient in adressing the worst forms of child
labour in Mexico, including comercial sexual exploitation, involvement of children in the
manufacturing and trafficking of drugs, or the dangerous tasks performed by children in
agricultural sectors responsible with the production of chille peppers, sugarcane,
tommatoes, and coffe. Moreover, the issue of child labour became even harder to eradicate
because of significant impediments created by the government’s elimination of many
social programs that improved access to education and decreased risks of child labour, the
need of a formal complaint for inspections to be carried out in the informal sector of
employment in Mexico, which amounted 60% of all employment in the country, the lack
of human and financial resoruces within the Mexican labor and criminal law enforcement
authorities, the limited information published by the government with regards to its labor
and criminal law enforcement efforts, or the fact that there were no social programs to
adress all relevant sectors within which child labor occurs in Mexico (Bureau of
International Affairs 2021).

Child labour was emphasized by the Human Rights Supplement of the United
Bid Book as a risk related supply chain labour, which also included risks concerning
forced labour and trafficking, wage levels, freedom of association, migrant labour, and
health and safety (United 2026 2018:14). Amongst the recommendations provided by the
Supplement to FIFA for preventing labour violations within the supply chain can be found
the following: commitment to worker-driven social responsibility principles,
requirements of transparency for all contractors and subcontractors, employment of an
independent monitoring group responsible for all event-associated supply chains, the
development of a supply chain sourcing code based on the ILO (International Labour
Organization) core labour standards, the implementation of an internet-based platform to
increase transparency within the supply chain sectors, partnership with several

stakeholders for identifying, preventing, and remedying labor violations, inform workers
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about their rights and ways to access grievance mechanisms, or the deployment of a
mobile-phone app for complaints (United 2026 2018b:46-49).

The potential of labour abuse and violations of labour rights within the event-
associated supply chains is real through the existing concerns on Mexico’s insufficient
efforts to tackle and prevent child labor, and on the exploitation of migrant workers in
Canada. According to the provisions on soft disempowerment, if the three countries fail
into endorsing international conventions/standards on labour rights, namely the ones
provided by the International Labour Organization, by permitting various labour abuses
to take place within the preparation for the event, such failure will disempower them in
front of an international audience, as, for instance, it happened to Qatar and the
exploitation of migrant workers through the mechanisms of the kafala system. Moreover,
FIFA’s significant control over the supply chains, which is acknowledged by the Bid itself
(United 2026 2018b:450), could harden the process of protecting labour rights for the
three hosting countries. However, if the Bid manages to provide a framework that goest
beyond FIFA to efficiently protects workers’ rights across all labour sectors in the context
of hosting the 2026 World Cup, then the three hosting countries will enhance their soft

power on the global stage, while cementing their image as ‘norm entrepreneurs’.

7. Conclusion

This thesis aimed to explore the contemporary politics of rights, labour, and
legacy, of the 2026 World Cup in order to reveal various projections of soft power within
the event-related strategies of the North American states, and, more importantly, several
ways through which the three hosting countries could be disempowered in front of an
international audience. Firstly, in terms of legacy politics, the possibility of Trump’s
reinstalment at the helm of the White house poses the highest risk of soft disempowerment
for the United States. Being led, once again, by such notorious political figure, can bring
soft disempowerment only by itself through its offending nature, given Trump past
harmful foreign policy rhetoric against Canada, and especially against Mexico, his travel
bans mostly against Muslim countries, and the constant public-shaming of states. The
repetition of Trump’s diplomacy would disempower the U.S. even more by the possibility
to upset same states, or even other states this time, depending on the targets of his foreign
policies. However, the Bid promise of global unity and strengthened transnational
relations through the cultural links provided by the 2026 World Cup will certainly enhance

54



the soft power of the three countries if reached to a significant extent, as well as the
provision of an attractive model of both short-term, and long-term economic development.
Secondly, in terms of politics of rights, although discrimination in the U.S., and the
environmentally damaged indigenous communities in Canada are also significant issues
to remember, the current life-threatening criminal activities of Mexican Cartels concern
the highest risk of soft disesmpowerment for the three countries, as it entails the potential
for failing to protect the right to life, without which no other rights could be enjoyed. Still,
soft power can be improved through, for instance, the proper implementation of the
innovative candidate city proposals comprising human rights risks assessments and
mitigation of risks. Thirdly, child labor in Mexico, and the exploitation of migrant workers
in Canada, imply high risks of soft disempowerment, mainly through the possibility of
failing to properly implement the ILO core labour standards, which will be unattractive
especially in front of a Western audience. However, managing to revolutionize the control
and monitoring over supply chains, upon which FIFA has a major influence, could
develop the soft power of the three countries and enhance their reputation as ‘norm

entrepreneurs’.

Although this thesis has reached its aim, there are still further research
problems to be considered and voids to be filled within the field, as this section will
provide 2 recommendations to be taken for future discussions. First, given the tensed
relationship between the Canadian federal government and the indigenous communities
from Canada, it would be interesting to explore in-depth how things have evolved in
recent years between the two parties since Canada declared its commitment to socially
include indigenous people into sports. Second, according to Horne, besides reputational
enhancement, MSEs provide an opportunity to be seized by various movements to protest
against social injustice, thus protesting through the 2026 World Cup based on current
provisions on freedom of association, assembly, and expression in the three countries,

could be interesting to extensively analyze in terms of issues and expectation.
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