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The utterance of “democracy” is a way of saying no to inequality, injustice 
and coercion. 
—International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, “Democracy," Giovanni 
Sartori, 1968, Retrieved April 13, 2011 from Encyclopedia.com: 
http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1G2-3045000294.html 
 
 

 Do polls influence elections? In fact, should they even be used at all? Couldn’t the 

time, effort, and money invested in them be better used to improve reporting on the 

election issues? 

With the start of an election campaign only a day or two away, a new poll 
reveals that many people trust Stephen Harper less than they did a year 
ago…. A poll conducted for The Globe and Mail and CTV by Nanos 
Research shows that 41 per cent of Canadians trust the Conservative 
government less than they did a year ago. Only 6 per cent trust it more. Forty-
eight per cent feel about the same, and 5 per cent just don’t know…. This 
increased skepticism is the legacy of the 2010 prorogation, the (mostly 
unfounded) allegations about former cabinet minister Helena Guergis, the 
secretive axing of the mandatory long-form census, sundry hirings and firings 
of executives in government-funded agencies [Please see “Harper 
Government Stifles Freedom of Speech,” Rolf Auer], RCMP investigations 
into interference in access-to-information protocols and allegations of illegal 
lobbying, charges related to election financing, International Co-operation 
Minister Bev Oda’s testimony about a memo that cut funds to an aid agency, 
and other controversies and misdemeanours. 
—The Globe and Mail, “Poll shows increasing voter skepticism about Harper 
government,” John Ibbitson, March 24, 2011 
 

 Another article on polls seeks to diminish your importance as a voting citizen 

living in a democracy. It seeks instead to bolster the importance of polls. 

As an individual voter you don’t count for much, lost among millions of your 
fellow electors, doing your democratic bit in a riding where the results may 
already be a foregone conclusion. But take part in a poll and suddenly you’re 
all powerful: Michael Ignatieff rises and falls according to your whim, a Tory 



majority rests on a thumbs-up from your well-placed area code, and news 
media buzz about your undecided stance…. No wonder polling is regularly 
criticized for turning the election into nothing more than a horse race – and a 
confusing one at that. But survey the role of public-opinion research more 
closely and a greater good may emerge from the backstretch dust: Thanks to 
the largely unmediated power of statistics, a small sampling of the population 
gives the entire body politic a collective voice, in both campaigns and in 
government…. 
—The Globe and Mail, “In the messiness of democracy, polling offers 
semblance of order,” John Allemang, April 8, 2011 
 

 Have you heard of the saying, “Lies, damned lies, and statistics.”? 

 But the article claims polls bring order to the “messiness of democracy.” 

In the messiness of democracy, electoral polling offers a semblance of order, 
a numerical corrective that lets the thoughts of the people rise above the cries 
and whispers of party politics. “Good public-opinion research plays a 
grounding function in a campaign,” says pollster Nik Nanos of Nanos 
Research. “It reveals how Canadians feel about public-policy issues and that 
prevents the parties from making claims that aren’t founded in reality.” 
—ibid. 
 

 The article claims polls prevent “the parties from making claims that aren’t 

founded in reality.” Is there an explanation, then, as to why Stephen Harper kept referring 

over and over again to a non-existent “coalition government” threat (to his winning a 

minority government)? 

 (Actually, Harper was the first to think of a coalition government back in 1997): 

[In 1997], [Tom] Flanagan and [Stephen] Harper launched a four-year writing 
partnership while they were repositioning Harper for his return to party 
politics. Their first effort was an article titled 'Our Benign Dictatorship,' 
which was published in the Donner Foundation-financed magazine the Next 
City. They argue that a coalition between Reform and the Bloc Quebecois 
was one way for conservatives to seize power. 
—Not A Conspiracy Theory, Donald Gutstein, 2009, p. 159. 
 

 So, let’s suppose we are now disillusioned with election polls. We’re not short on 

reasons to vote, are we? If so, let’s consider this article’s excerpts: 



Canadians might consider viewing this election against the backdrop of recent 
events in Tunisia, Libya, Egypt and Yemen, where people are sacrificing their 
lives to have a say in who governs them. For those of us privileged to live in a 
peaceful and prosperous country, it is easy to take our democratic rights for 
granted. We should not. It will be to our detriment if we overlook the fact that 
the choices we make as voters actually matter — starting with the decision of 
whether or not to vote — or if we cannot be bothered to discern the 
differences between what the parties have to offer…. Regardless of our 
feelings about politics in general or voting in particular, the fact is our votes 
and our choices matter…. The chief benefit of living in a democracy is that 
we have a voice in how we are governed, whether we choose to use it by 
directly engaging our politicians or simply through the ballot box. Your vote 
is an investment in the future. Your future. Don’t let it go to waste. 
—The Vancouver Sun, “Need a reason to vote? Try self-interest,” April 12, 
2011 
 

 Need more motivation? 

They think you are stupid. They are talking down to you. There. That is the 
short and simple idea I want to get across. Now I will repeat it, and repeat it, 
always using precisely the same language, as if I were training an unusually 
thick beagle. Who are “they?” You may think it’s “the elites” we hear so 
much about these days. But it’s not. It’s the politicians who rail against 
“elites.” They think you are stupid. They are talking down to you…. 
—The Province, “Federal politicians think that you’re stupid,” Dan Gardner, 
April 12, 2011 
 

 “The average American is just like the child in the family,” Richard Nixon told an 

interviewer in 1972. (The Cult of the Presidency: America's Dangerous Devotion to 

Executive Power , Gene Healy, 2009) 

But the most egregious guff comes from fake populism — think Montgomery 
Burns running for governor on The Simpsons. Fake populism is, today, a 
conservative specialty. In his 2006 book, Right Side Up, journalist Paul Wells 
recounted a conversation with Conservative Jason Kenney. The Tories would 
be happy for the Conservatives to run against a Liberal Party led by any of 
the leading Liberals, Kenney said. “I can’t see Gerard Kennedy or Michael 
Ignatieff or Bob Rae or Stephane Dion — all smart, decent people — selling 
with a 40-year-old plumber in Peterborough (Ont.) who makes 40 grand. The 
spectrum of first-tier leadership candidates there reads like the perfect list of 
attendees at a cocktail party in the Annex or Cabbagetown (in Toronto). It’s 
not Main Street. Now imagine this next bit in the voice of Mr. Burns: 
“What’s Ignatieff’s wife’s name again?” Zsuzsanna. “Exactly. So in the next 
election it’s Steve and Laureen versus Count Michael and What’s Her Name. 



It’s almost a dream for us.” A politician hasn’t sneered like that since Mr. 
Burns made dinner with a common man part of his campaign: “Every Joe 
Meatball and Sally Housecoat in this godforsaken state will see me hunkering 
down for chow with Eddie Punchclock.” I’d like to think plumbers in 
Peterborough are smart enough to see through this stuff. So I won’t repeat 
myself. 
—ibid. 
 

 Harper et al. are doing their best to make sure that you don’t vote: 
 

One of the byproducts of negative election ads is low voter turnout. The 
Conservatives know that by throwing mud at whoever is leading the Liberals, 
it will persuade some of their supporters not to show up at the ballot box…. 
In the 1984 and 1988 elections, 75.3 percent of eligible voters cast ballots. In 
1993, that fell to 69.6 percent. It was 67 percent in 1997, and only 61.2 
percent in 2000. In 2008, there was a record low turnout of 58.8 percent for a 
federal election. If the Conservatives can suppress the turnout even more in 
the May 2 federal election, their chances of winning will increase. That’s 
because wealthier voters—who tend to vote Conservative—are more likely to 
show up at the polls than low-income Canadians. 
—straight.com, “Stephen Harper’s secret weapon: low voter turnout,” Charlie 
Smith, April 3, 2011 

 
 Renowned Canadian author Margaret Atwood wrote the following during the 

2008 election campaign. Anybody who follows her on Twitter knows that she still thinks 

the same way about Harper et al. 

…It really is Anything But a Harper Majority Time…. Nobody can really 
predict the future – there are too many curve balls – but we can make 
informed guesses. Today’s informed guess is this. Dear fellow Canadians: If 
you give the Harper neo-cons a majority government, you’ll lose much that 
you cherish, you’ll gain nothing worth having, and you’ll never, never forgive 
yourselves. 
—The Globe and Mail, “Anything but a Harper majority,” Margaret Atwood, 
October 6, 2008 
 

 Possible low voter turnout hasn’t got you convinced to vote? What might be its 

worst result? More of the same that we already got? 

If you’re poor, young, disadvantaged, or progressive, Stephen Harper doesn’t 
want you to vote. In the maelstrom of Big Corporate Media coverage on the 
2011 federal election on key element is missing: the impact of 20 years of 
right-wing trade and economic policies from first the Liberals and now the 



Conservative party…. [S]tephen Harper and his predecessors worked to 
ensure that citizen participation — particularly among the most 
disadvantaged groups — was reduced to much less than that of more 
privileged Canadians. Perfected in the United States by the Republican Party, 
the strategy uses attack ads and right-wing shock jocks slinging mud to make 
politics mean-spirited and nasty and turn off younger voters and those 
looking for real solutions to their problems. This cynical strategy clouds and 
obscures fundamental issues that should be discussed, such as increasing 
economic inequality, social justice, and environmental stewardship. It is that 
obscuring of real issues that has allowed the Harper Conservative government 
to waste vast sums of Canada’s collective resources on Conservative pet 
projects such as mega-corporate tax cuts ($60 billion), F-35 jet fighters ($30 
billion) and new prisons ($10 billion). These vast sums are thrown away with 
little public benefit and a terrifically high cost. While Harper’s friends and 
insiders get rich, our society suffers from high rates of homelessness, record 
levels of student debt, a record number of seniors, aboriginal people, and 
Canadians with disabilities living in poverty, a deteriorating health care 
system and public infrastructure, and a declining environment. 
—straight.com, “Peter Julian: Stephen Harper doesn’t want you to vote,” 
Peter Julian, April 8, 2011 
 

 It’s possible that this is out of context, but look again at the opening quotation of 

this article. According to the handy thesaurus, a synonym for “utterance” is “expression.” 

What is the most highly prized expression of a citizen in a free democracy? Why, to be 

able to vote, of course! So, please do! 


