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Why Edward Snowden, NSA whistleblower, is
more hero than traitor: Burman
When assessing Edward Snowden, the man behind perhaps the biggest intelligence leak
in American history, conscience is the key.

MARIO TAMA / GETTY IMAGES

A supporter holds a sign at a small rally in support of Edward Snowden in Manhattan's Union
Square on June 10, 2013.

By: Tony Burman Special to the Star, Published on Sat Jun 15 2013

Daniel Ellsberg, take your leaked Pentagon Papers and step

aside. There’s a new gunslinger in town: Edward J. Snowden

— former CIA employee, 29 years of age and now

whistleblower on the run.

Whether Snowden ends up jailed in the U.S., dead in some

dumpster overlooking Hong Kong’s harbour, or — even

worse — if he winds up as a regular contributor to CNN or

Fox News, we will be hearing about him for years to come in

any history of audacious American whistleblowers.

Snowden is the man behind what might be the biggest

intelligence leak in American history. In a series of explosive

disclosures to The Guardian newspaper, he has revealed that

the U.S. National Security Agency is collecting more than

200 billion pieces of intelligence a month, gathering a vast

quantity of emails and web searches from the world’s largest Internet companies and

routinely misleading the people who are supposed to oversee its actions.

Read more:NSA leaker Edward Snowden gives new interview: ‘I am not here

to hide from justice’
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than previously known. They also describe an expanding role for private

corporations in what appears to be developing into a secret surveillance state.

For its part, the U.S. government explains this as being crucial in its

anti-terrorism efforts.

A debate has begun to rage in U.S. and British political circles about whether, in

revealing these secrets, Snowden is a hero, or a traitor. My sense is that he is far

more the former than the latter. He didn’t did do it for money, or to “aid and

abet the enemy.” As unlikely as this may be in today’s poisoned political

environment, it appears he did it out of conscience — “My sole motive is to inform the

public as to that which is done in their name, and that which is done against them.” That

motivation will make it more difficult for the Americans to pursue him aggressively as

his case moves ahead.

Snowden was an employee of a U.S. government contractor in Hawaii that worked with

the National Security Agency. He had free access to its mushrooming computer systems

and said he became alarmed at the scale of surveillance of innocent people. Snowden

said he thought Barack Obama would act to restrain the NSA, but when that didn’t

happen, he made the decision to leak: “I had been looking for leaders, but I realized that

leadership is about being the first to act.”

He fled to Hong Kong last month and told the South China Morning Post newspaper this

week that he wants the people there to decide his fate. The U.S. has not yet filed an

application for extradition and a court battle could be lengthy. Snowden said that he

had faith in Hong Kong’s legal system: “I am not here to hide from justice. I am here to

reveal criminality.”

The response from the American political establishment has been predictably ferocious.

John Boehner, the House Speaker, called him a “traitor.” Senator Dianne Feinstein,

chair of the Senate Intelligence Committee, said it was “an act of treason.” Most of the

influential newspaper columnists were also critical, citing the continuing threats to the

United States as a result of the Sept. 11 attacks in 2001.

But largely lost in the public clamour was what Snowden’s disclosures revealed. They

confirmed that the U.S. government routinely collects the phone logs of millions of

Americans who have no ties to terrorism, without seeking any court warrants. They

confirmed that the NSA has access to Internet companies such as Google, Facebook and

Microsoft, enabling it to collect online data about millions of Americans for perpetuity.

And they confirmed that American authorities, in their testimony to the U.S. Congress,

have lied about their practices.

James Clapper, President Obama’s director of national intelligence, said this week that

the Snowden leaks were profoundly serious: “For me, it is literally — not figuratively,

literally — gut-wrenching to see this happen.” But only three months ago, when

testifying at a Senate hearing, he was asked: “Does the NSA collect any type of data at all

on millions or hundreds of millions of Americans?” Clapper replied: “No, sir.”

Thanks to Edward J. Snowden, we now know that Clapper lied. And we know much

more.

Tony Burman, former head of Al Jazeera English and CBC News, teaches journalism

at Ryerson University. tony.burman@gmail.com

Read more about: U.S. , NSA
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