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OPINION: Hard as it is to accept, the dark underbelly of politics has a lot to do with us, the voters

We saw the enemy and he
was us.

— Comic strip character Pogo

These days we are experi-
encing a steady diet of

political dysfunction at all levels
of government. The media are
overflowing with stories of politi-
cians accused of entitlement,
mismanagement, fraud, breach
of trust. And, oh yes, possessing
and smoking a banned sub-
stance.

I have worked with prime
ministers, premiers, ministers
and mayors. I haven’t seen it
all, but I’ve seen enough to
know that the vast majority of
politicians are honest and
hard working. They want to
serve the public and make a
difference in their con-
stituency and beyond. And
these days they work under
unprecedented media scrutiny
of their performance — in
both their private and public
lives.

That said, there is a dark,
repugnant underbelly to poli-
tics. There always has been.
And while it may be hard to
accept, much of this dark side
exists because of us, the elec-
torate, and how we behave.

We are a society preoccu-
pied with our personal and
organizational needs and
wants. We make unreal-
istic, self-serving and
conflicting demands of
our governments, then
criticize and abandon
them when they fail to
deliver.

Politicians learn
that intelligent risk-

taking, which
involves

short-term pain for long-term
gain, is seldom rewarded.
Stephane Dion’s environmen-
tal agenda and Barack
Obama’s gun control program
are examples.  

The electorate’s parochial
behaviour encourages politi-
cians to lead from behind — to
lead by the polls, instead of
doing what they know is best
for us in the long term. 

The visionary leaders we so
desperately seek can’t find a
footing in our instant-gratifi-
cation society. Visionary lead-
ers need a followership that’s
prepared to make sacrifices
now for a better life later.   

In the meantime, scandals
that should cause voters to
derail governments rarely do.
A couple of years ago, a senior
Harper aide was accused of
influence peddling, a cabinet
minister was caught altering a
key document, senior Conser-

vative Party officials
were charged with
flaunting election
financing laws, and
the government

was found in 

contempt of Parliament — a
first — for tampering with
funding documents and refus-
ing to release the costs of vari-
ous initiatives.

We all know what happened
next. The Harper government
fell. We went to the polls two
months later and gave the
scandal-ridden Conservatives
their first majority government. 

How could that happen?
First, we assume that all par-
ties make mistakes and have
scandals. Second, during elec-
tions we tend forget about
misdeeds and vote for who we
think can best run the country,
province or city — warts and
all. If the choice is between
unprincipled competence and
ethical mediocrity, we usually
take the former. 

Our response to political
attack ads is another way we
are complicit in demeaning
Canadian politics. When asked
how we feel about attack ads, a
majority of us say we strongly
opposed to them. We find
them repugnant, annoying and
distasteful. 

So why are political parties
hitting opponents
below the belt? It’s
because attack ads
work. They work
because we are

susceptible 

to repeated negative character-
izations of candidates and
their policies.

It seems we pay
more attention to
negative than positive
information. It
unnerves us, and we
tend to remember it
more. Biologists say
this behaviour goes
back to early man’s
threat response.
The brain is condi-
tioned to pay
more attention
to dire warn-
ings about
politicians’
failings than
positive mes-
sages about
their
achieve-
ments.

Attack ads
have been
called “the
crack cocaine
of politics.”
But they are
not aimed at
addicting
everyone.
They are
often used to
energize the
party’s base,
prompting

them to donate and vote. 
The other major target group

is the ill-informed swing voter.
These are people who are
impressed by what they see on
TV, and who can be moved by
repetitive, fear-mongering
messages to support one candi-
date over another.

Liberal Premier Christy
Clark’s recent come-from-
behind re-election in British
Columbia is attributed in part
to effective attack ads. They
helped her set the campaign
narrative: the NDP will kill
growth. The NDP didn’t
respond and lost an opportu-
nity to call its support base to
action. 

Then there is the ten-
dency for some voters to
double-down on their sup-
port for “a champion of the

little guy” politician when
they think he or she is
being unfairly persecuted.
Toronto Mayor Rob Ford is

a classic example.
Over the last two years his

bizarre behaviour has made
him a worldwide laughing-
stock. He was allegedly
caught on video smoking
crack, appeared to be drunk
at public events and was
found to have violated elec-
tion laws. And even more

important, he’s lost con-
trol of the
agenda

of Canada’s largest city. 
Despite all this, 30% of the

city’s electorate still support
Ford. Thousands showed up at
his recent Ford Fest barbecue
to show support.

The more the media are seen
to be hounding him, the more his
loyal “Ford Nation” seems to con-
geal around him. Ford presents
himself as the “victim” and, sadly,
his core supporters buy into his
“them-against-us” rhetoric.

Recent polls show right-wing
Ford could win again in 2014 if
he ends up running against a
couple of candidates who split
the centre-left vote. Meanwhile,
it seems no amount of incompe-
tence, scandal or bad behaviour
will jolt Ford supporters into
objectively examining his deeply
flawed performance as mayor.

Pogo was right: the enemy
are us, and we get the govern-
ments we deserve.
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