
T 
wo-time U.S. presidential 
candidate Ross Perot once 

said: “War has rules, mud wres-
tling has rules, but politics has no 
rules.”

Speaking of no rules, the federal 
election season is here and a bliz-
zard of political attack ads awaits 
us.

The majority of Canadians 
dislike attack ads. They support 
banning them from election cam-
paigns, but that would need the 
consent of all parties.

That’s not going to happen any 
time soon because attack ads 
work. Every federal party has used 
them, often with the desired effect.

It started 50 years ago in the U.S. 
with the “Daisy” ad used in the 
Lyndon B. Johnson presidential 
re-election campaign.

A young girl picks pedals from 
a daisy. As she nears the last pedal 
the image of an atomic bomb 
explosion reflects in her eyes. The 
powerful doomsday image stirred 
the concerns Americans had 
about Barry Goldwater’s military 
policies. It didn’t need to mention 
his name.

The inventor of the present 
day attack ad has to be Arthur 
Finkelstein, the merchant of 
venom.

He’s a reclusive Republican 
political consultant. His clients 
have included Richard Nixon, 
Ronald Regan, George Bush and 
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu. Stephen Harper used 
him when he was president of 
the National Citizens’ Coalition 
(NCC).

Fnkelstein taps into regret-
table realities. “In politics, it’s 
what you perceive to be true 
that’s true, not truth . . . I do not 
slander someone without proof, 
but with proof, I’m happy to do 
so,” he said. He tells clients poll-
ing, marketing and money are 

the holy trinity of politics.
Stephen Harper adopted this 

philosophy at the NCC. It’s been 
one of his guiding principles 
ever since. For more than a 
decade the Conservatives have 
carpet bombed their opposition 
with unending campaigns of 
vicious, negative advertising.

It’s disheartening, but 
attack ads have helped the 
Conservatives win the last 
three elections and 
will likely keep 
them in the race for 
another mandate. 
Meanwhile, the 
Liberals, NDP and 
Green parties are 
still trying to find 
effective antidotes 
without being 
negative.

Attack ads 
rarely 

deal with the policy differences 
between parties. Instead, they 
try to identify an underlying 
character weakness or personal 
flaw in an opponent, one that 
resonates with voters.

Loyola University professor 
Joan Phillips says, “We pay more 
attention to negative informa-
tion. It’s more salient. It scares us 
and we’re more likely to remem-
ber it.”

The Tories ran relentless 
campaigns saying Liberal leader 
Stephane Dion “wasn’t worth 
the risk”, and Michael Ignatieff 
was “just visiting.” Bob Rae was 
attacked for turning Ontario into 
“the welfare state of Canada.”

The targets of attacks ads 
face a difficult decision. If they 

fight back, they can be seen 
as descending into the 

same gutter as their 
attacker. If they don’t 
respond, it can leave 
the impression the 
alleged flaw is real 
and consequential.

Neither Dion nor 
Ignatieff replied in 

kind. They soon found 
themselves defined by 

Harper before 
they 

had a chance to define them-
selves. Rae fought back calling 
Harper a “schoolyard bully”. 
He told supporters if the attack 
on him made them angry they 
should respond by donating to a 
Liberal party ad campaign and 
raised $225,000 in less than a 
week.

Attack ads are not aimed at 
everyone. Most often they’re 
aimed first at party supporters. 
They’re intended for those who 
are energized by confrontational 
politics and attacks on opposing 
leaders. They’re meant to feed 
on fear and anger and prompt 
supporters to donate in response 
to oversimplified threats and 
issues, and to get out and vote.

They don’t work on 

informed voters who see them 
for what they are, dumbing down 
real issues in favour of personal 
attacks on motives and charac-
ter. They scare good people away 
from politics, undermine the 
political process, and increase 
scepticism about our democratic 
system.

While opposition parties rail 
against the Conservative’s exces-
sive use of negative ads, their 
hands are not clean. In a TV ad 
attempting to combat the nega-
tivity of the 2011 election, the 
Green Party used the same kind 
of doomsday voice as Daisy.

The Liberals have a long his-
tory of negativity. They warned 
against “Harper’s hidden 
agenda.” They entered the realm 
of pure fantasy in 2006 
with an ad claiming 
“Harper wants sol-
diers on the streets 
in Canada.”

Not all attack 
ads work. The 
effectiveness of 
the recent ads 
attacking Justin 
Trudeau are in 
doubt. 

For 

more than two years the Tories 
have tried to convince voters 
Trudeau is “in over his head” 
and “not ready to govern.” Yet 
Trudeau led in the polls during 
the whole campaign.

But the tables are turning. 
Harper’s war against the brutal 
Islamic State (IS) regime and 
his attempts to curb domestic 
terrorism are finding favour with 
Canadians.

The antiwar stance of Trudeau 
and NDP leader Thomas 
Mulcair is leaving them open to 
Conservative attacks claiming 
they’re soft on IS, and against 
strengthening defences against 
home-grown terror.

Sadly, attack ads will be with 
us as long as an uninformed 
electorate continues to be 

swayed by simplistic, nega-
tive messages of fear and 
mistrust.
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