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overnments talk. They listen and they
speak. Government communication occurs
i in a number of different ways. Historically,
political parties, mass media, interest groups have all
contributed to our public conversation directly and
routinely. In the past these methods were supple-
mented by advertising. Now, seemingly, the previ-
ously normal means have been overshadowed by
the power and presence of government advertising.
It is not confined to any one political party or any
region. We see it everywhere: the government of
Ontario, for instance, spent $4 million on a series of
health-care ads, one of which showed a young boy
with a Band-Aid and a tag line that said “sometimes
change hurts”;' the government of Québec used it to
complain that Ottawa was short-changing
Quebecers in transfer payments’ (see Figure 5); the
government of British Columbia spent $5 million to
persuade its citizens that the Nisga’a treaty was a
sound one;’ the federal government bombards our
homes around Canada Day reminding us that,
according to the United Nations, Canada is the best
place to live in the world.' Recently, the federal gov-
ernment spent $6 million on a television advertising
campaign designed to give it major credit for a fed-
eral-provincial health agreement.” All of these ads
are similar in one way: they are designed to persuade
mass publics of the virtues of a government initiative.
This chapter will explore the advertisement as an
increasingly used tool of the state in an effort to show
how governments communicate and what they are
saying through this mode of communication.

Rhetoric and Advertising

All advertising is a form of rhetoric. In common
parlance, we often use the word rhetoric to mean
something vacuous or meaningless or something that
does not require a response, such as a rhetorical
question. Its original meaning is far from that. In an-
cient Greece, Plato believed that rhetoric was the art
of flattery and had no use in seeking the truth. His

disdain for rhetoric was a philosophical one in that
rhetoricians were not interested in transcendental
truths but rather in persuading the audience of an ar-
gument. Plato’s student, Aristotle, in his book Rheto-
ri¢, disagreed with his teacher, arguing instead that
thetoric could be used for both good or evil. Unlike
Plato’s dialectic, which dealt with broad philosophical
principles and certainty, Aristotle’s rAetoric dealt with
specific issues and probability based on how plausi-
ble the audience found the argument. In its most gen-
eral sense, rhetoric is about finding the best mode of
persuasion. Aristotle wrote:

Rhetoric may be defined as the faculty of observing in any
given case the available means of persuasion. This is not a
function of any other art. Every other art can instruct or per-
suade about its own particular subject-matter; for instance
medicine about what is healthy and unhealthy; geometry
about the properties of magnitude, arithmetic about num-
bers and the same is true of the other arts and sciences. But
rhetoric we look upon as the power of observing the means
of persuasion on almost any subject presented to us; and that
is why we say that, in its technical character, it is not con-
cerned with any special or definite class of subjects.”

The great Canadian literary critic Northrop Frye
said that “rhetoric has from the beginning meant two
things: ornamental speech and persuasive speech.
These two things seem psychologically opposed to
each other, as the desire to ornament is essentially
disinterested, and the desire to persuade the re-
verse.” In this chapter we will use the word rhetoric
in the Aristotelian sense, namely any form of persua-
sion. One of its most familiar forms is judicial speech,
such as the closing arguments of a lawyer; it can also
be deliberative such as Martin Luther King’s “I Have
A Dream” speech. Rhetoric can also be ceremonial,
designed to praise, such as the Speech from the
Throne that occurs at the beginning of every Parlia-
ment in Canada. The eulogy given by Justin Trudeau
praising his father is a notable recent example of
epideictic or ceremonial rhetoric. Rhetoric need not
be verbal. It can also be visual. When Alliance Party
leader Stockwell Day entered the House of
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FIGURE 1: Nineteenth-century Canadian
goverment immigration advertisement

Commons in September 2000, he told the national
press gallery that he would no longer participate in
“scrums” (the ad hoc media interviews that take
place outside of the legislature) preferring instead to
speak at scheduled press conferences in front of a po-
dium with a background of Canadian flags. The rhet-
oric here was clear. In choosing this venue he was at-
tempting to portray himself as a prime minister
rather than an opposition leader. Linking disparate
images (prime ministerial podium/opposition
leader) he makes an implicit argument about how he
wants to be portrayed. This is called “associative
logic” and is a staple in advertising where implicit
connections are made between a product and a cer-
tain kind of lifestyle or values. We see rhetoric every-
where, from ads on television to the fashion sense of
university students’ to architecture such as the gleam-
ing-gold bank towers in Toronto or the classical
Greek architecture that adorns many court houses.
This chapter will examine rhetoric or the art of per-
suasion through advertisements of the federal gov-
ernment in Canada.

Increasingly, advertising is an important compo-
nent of any government’s communication arsenal.
An examination of it will tell us what rhetorical mes-
sages are being communicated, how arguments are
made semantically, and how advertising by

government is stretching to new boundaries and cre-
ating a new and potentially harmful way of commu-
nicating with mass publics. This chapter will also re-
view some common arguments made against
government advertising and why advertising mav
have a corrosive effect on public deliberation.

Is Government Advertising New?

Government advertising in Canada has been
around since before Confederation. In Canada it
originated in a myriad of official gazettes and unoffi-
cial government newspapers. After Confederation,
the federal government’s first large-scale campaign
was advertising for immigration. It appears that ad-
vertising was a vitally important component of the
government’s communication campaign in support
of immigration well into the twentieth century. This
early campaign had much to do with Clifford Sifton,
the Minister of the Interior in Wilfrid Laurier’s gov-
ernment, who was one of the early enthusiastic pro-
ponents of advertising. Not only did he use it to at-
tract “desirable” immigrants, but he also used
advertising as a form of subsidy to newspaper pub-
lishing. Sifton had this to say about selling Canada to
immigrants: “In my judgement, and in the judge-
ment of my officers, the immigration work has to be
carried on in the same manner as the sale of any
commodity; just as soon as you stop advertising and
missionary work the movement is going to stop.”

In American newspapers, the Canadian federal
government ran ads under the slogan of “Free Land
Clubs.” One ad proclaimed “Free Farms for the Mil-
lion” (Figure 1). Language was carefully parsed to en-
sure that the correct tone was used in the ad. Certain
words, such as “pioneer,” were never used, perhaps
because of the negative association conveyed by
them, “Snow” was never mentioned and “cold” was
replaced with “invigorating” and “bracing” in adver-
tisements. In “Free Farms” the weather is described
as “the healthiest in the world.” Pierre Berton writes
that one immigrant said that

the kindest thing to say about [the advertisements| is that

[they were] alittle on the optimistic side. Canada was said to

have a healthy climate guaranteed to be free of malaria. One

has to admit that this was true. It was said thal while the prai-
rie summers were hot, the heat was delightfully invigorating
and while it got cold in winter the cold was dry and not un-
pleasant. I used to recall those glowing words as 1 pitches

sheaves with temperatures at 93 in the shade, and as I ran be-
hind the sleigh at 30 below Lo keep from freezing."

In “Western Canada, the New Eldorado” ( Figure
2) the concerns of potential immigrants were antici-
pated: Western Canada is “easy to reach,” there’s
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FIGURE 2: “Western Canada: The New
Eldorado”

“nothing to fear,” and perhaps responding to fears of
the west being too “wild,” families would be “pro-
tected by government.” The juxtaposition of the
horse-drawn carriage on the left with the expansive
farm house on the right makes a visual argument
about claims of material prosperity that await new
immigrants. Underneath the pictures is a warrant, or
reason, for immigrating to Canada: “This is your op-
portunity. Why not embrace it?” beckons the ad.

While the rhetoric of these early immigration ads
may have been as overheated as the prairie summers
they advertised, it established the federal govern-
ment as an important player in the advertising busi-
ness. The two world wars also saw the federal gov-
ernment as an active participant in propaganda,
which took the euphemism of “Victory Bond cam-
paigns.” Using some of the most visually evocative
images that have ever appeared in print advertising,
the federal government was able to portray the
enemy as blood-thirsty while at the same time por-
traying “our boys” as shining knights, keeping the
world safe for democracy." After the Second World
War, the welfare state was significantly expanded.
The advent of medicare and social welfare policies
blurred the lines between federal and provincial re-
sponsibilities. Those complex arrangements made

between Ottawa and the provinces muddied the ju-
risdictional waters with each side claiming credit for
having the burden of funding the growing social wel-
fare state. Advertising became an important method
for the federal government to claim its share of credit
for policies and programs that it funded. With Can-
ada’s centennial and Expo in 1967, the federal gov-
ernment’s appetite for advertising grew even more.
While the dominant kinds of ads during this period
were “feel good” ads, the style portended the pres-
ent-day Canada Day and Olympic ads, which make
a virtue out of citizenship. This period also marked
the introduction of the Canada “word mark” or logo
on all of its ads. The federal government completed
its transformation from political entity to brand
name. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s it had en-
trenched itself as the largest advertiser in the country.
Virtually every year, it had spent more money on ad-
vertising than large corporations such as General
Motors or Proctor and Gamble. While it is no longer
the largest advertiser, it is consistently among the top
five.

The Politics of Advertising

Advertising may be the most common form of
mass persuasion that we come across in our lives. Ar-
guably, it rivals almost all other institutions in terms
of influence and pervasiveness. It infuses our habits,
customs, and language. It shapes our mores and rein-
forces class, gender, and racial distinctions. Advertis-
ing has a profound effect on children’s socialization.
This should not be a surprise since a typical child
may view 45,000 television ads in a year.” In fact,
one of the most familiar and easily recognized icons
for children is Joe Camel, a cartoon character from
an advertising campaign designed to sell cigarettes.”
Benjamin Singer argues that children’s advertising is
a science that employs sophisticated psychological
techniques to reach its audience." The United States
spends more money on advertising than 66 other na-
tions combined, including all of the other members
of the G-7 economies.” Gillian Dyer suggests that “it
could be argued that advertising nowadays fulfils a
function traditionally met by art or religion.””
Though we may not recognize it, advertising is
deeply political. It is one of the most powertul social
forces in advanced industrialized economies. Be-
cause of its political nature, advertising is deeply
ideological. This section will explore the ideological
implications of all forms of advertising. In doing so,
an argument will be made that government advertis-
ing, which employs the same vocabulary as
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«umimercial advertising, forces citizens to think like
consumers and treats public institutions like brand
names. The effect of this can only be corrosive on
democratic deliberation and further inhibits a robust
form of citizen participation.

It is precisely because of its ubiquity that we may
not see the ideological implications of advertise-
ments. We may see them as vehicles merely to sell
products and their ostensible purpose is certainly just
that. But they can be read at a deeper level as well.
Like any visual representation, such as a painting,
film, or photograph, advertisements have certain
rules and codes which, when put together, constitute
agrammar. This grammar is so widely shared that we
fail to see how these rules socially construct and help
make sense of the world around us. C.B.
Macpherson used the cliché “conspicuous consump-
tion” (originally coined by Thorstein Veblen in 7ke
Theory of the Leisure Class in 1899), to analyze ad-
vanced capitalist economies such as Canada in
which individual worth is measured by our ability to
possess or consume. Our involvement in the wider
world is dictated by the possessions that we own. As
a result, we retreat from the public sphere into our
own private world where possessions instead of com-
munity are what link us to others. Building on the
work of Macpherson, Willlam Leiss in his book
Limits to Satisfaction argues that marketing in late cap-
italism is noteworthy for its fusion of the symbolic
and material benefits of goods sold through advertis-
ing. Goods, such as SUVs or Nike clothing, have less
intrinsic value than they do symbolic value.

The ideological component of ads is transparent
to us because it reinforces our value system. One ad
from the American Association of Advertising
Agencies makes the claim that “advertising is a mir-
ror of society’s tastes.” The tag line bluntly reads,
“Advertising. Another word for Freedom of
Choice.”” From this we can construct a simple syllo-
gism that may help us understand the rhetoric of this
ad:

Major premise: Advertising is freedom of choice.
Minor premise: We believe in freedom of choice.
Conclusion: Therefore we believe in advertising.

The major premise is clearly stated in the tag line.
What is missing is the minor premise. In order to
make sense of the message, the reader must provide
amissing premise. It is supplied easily because itis an
important tenet of our belief system, and as such has
an ideological component. This kind of rhetoric is
called an “enthymeme.”

One of the most famous modern political
speeches relied on an enthymeme to persuade the
audience. Martin Luther King Jv.’s “I Have a Dream”
speech can be expressed in the following syllogism:

Major premise: God will reward non-violence.

Minor premise: We are pursuing our dream non-violently.
Conclusion: God will grant us our dream.

According to Em Griffen, “King used the first
two-thirds of the speech to establish the validity of
the minor premise.... King used the last third of his
speech to establish his conclusion.... But he never ar-
ticulated the major premise.”” The argument made
sense only if the listener provided it. One of the rea-
sons “I Have a Dream” was such a powerful speech
was that the missing premise was so clearly under-
stood by the audience. Aristotle called the rhetorical
technique of the enthymeme the “most effective of
all forms of persuasion.”” As we will see, it is used
often in government advertising.

Andrew Wernick provides an excellent example
of a recent advertising campaign that may be per-
ceived to be non-ideological because it presents as
“natural” a worldview that does not challenge our
own. He writes that “Bennetton’s ‘Colours of the
World’® Campaign makes a liberal virtue out of its
cosmopolitan ambition to capture a global market
for its kiddie fashion clothes. For the affluent, new,
middle-class stratum at which it is aimed, its vapid,
feel-good colour-blindness will not, perhaps seem
ideological at all.”*' Louis Althusser reminds us that
we need not be conscious of ideology for it to be
present: “Ideology represents the imaginary relation-
ship of individuals to their real conditions of exis-
tence.” In other words, individuals internalize ideol-
ogy but our behaviour is guided by the demands of
the ideological apparatus that is liberal democratic
capitalism. Developing the arguments made by
Althusser and applying them to advertising, Ray-
mond Williams has written that advertising employs
its own ideology or “magic system.” He writes, “If the
consumption of individual goods leaves that whole
area of human need unsatisfied, the attempt is made,
by magic, to associate this consumption with human
desires to which it has no real reference.”

In commercial advertising, the relationship be-
tween the product and a human desire is known to all
of us. Lexus cars are sold as displays or indicators of
success, beer of all varieties is sold as a promoter of
popularity, DeBeers markets diamonds as testaments
of love—the bigger the diamond the greater the love.
Lest you buy too small a diamond, their ads even
provide the helpful advice of how much money
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FIGURE 3: Bennetton’s “Burning Car”

should be spent on an engagement ring. (Three
months salary, in case you wanted to know.) All of
these examples demonstrate the associative proper-
ties of advertising. If the ad is to “work,” the connec-
tion between the product and the value must be rhe-
torically clear. Often there are divergent ways of
viewing an ad. This is called “polysemy” and occa-
sionally it is the point that the advertiser wishes to
communicate. In an infamous series of ads,
Bennetton, the clothing manufacturer, chose to mar-
ket its clothing by portraying a burning car or a truck
full of refugees (see Figures 3 and 4). In these ads, the
image portrayed seems to have little or no bearing on
the product. According to John Fiske, this kind of
communication is called entropy, which is “less com-
fortable, more stimulating, more shocking perhaps
but harder to communicate effectively.”™ When
communication is entropic, it has high informational
value because it challenges our expectations.

While Bennetton’s advertising agency likely wants
to shock the reader as a rhetorical technique, in other
cases this is entirely inadvertent. This was the case in
a recent dispute between an American shoe manu-
facturer called Just For Feet and its advertising
agency, Saatchi and Saatchi. The agency, which was
paid $7 million to produce an advertisement during
the 1998 Superbowl, is being sued by the client who
claims that the ad has tarnished its reputation by con-
tributing to the “entirely unfounded and unintended
public perception that it is a racist or racially insensi-
tive company.” According to Salon magazine, “The
ad opens with a shot of white men in a military
Humvee tracking the footprints of a barefoot black
Kenyan runner. The men drive ahead to offer the
runner a cup of water laced with a knockout drug.
The runner drinks the water, and immediately col-
lapses to the ground, unconscious. While he is passed

FIGURE 4: Bennetton’s “Refugees”

out, the white men force a pair of Nikes on his feet.
When the runner awakens, he sees the sneakers and
begins shouting and flailing. ‘No! No!” he cries. He
then scrambles to his feet and runs away, still trying
to shake the shoes from his feet.”” The ad, whose ar-
gument was supposed to be that Just for Feet will do
just about anything to put shoes on its custorners, was
read as “This is a shoe firm that is racially and cultur-
ally insensitive.” In this and other controversial cam-
paigns, the advertising agency may have a different
understanding than its client of the public mood or
tolerance of irony, exaggeration, litotes, or other rhe-
torical tropes. When advertisers misjudge a product
it may have an effect on the sales of the company.
When government advertisements fail it may be be-
cause the viewer draws the wrong inference but it
may also be a consequence of the “product” itself. As
we shall see, government advertising of certain poli-
cies is viewed with equanimity; others are seen as
blatantly propagandistic.

Do Ads Work?

Advertising agencies and all forms of mass media
make their money from the belief that advertising
works. There is an industry of experts whose liveli-
hood depends on society’s belief that advertising suc-
cessfully persuades people to buy. Foremost among
these is Nielsen Media Research, which measures au-
dience share of television programs, which in turn is
the basis of how much media organizations charge
for a commercial. Below that are advertising agen-
cies that produce the ads, and polling companies and
firms that engage in focus-group testing to assess the
consumer’s response to the messages. Data vendors
sell statistics to confirm the target audience and help
show how well an ad will do in a particular context.
Often these data serve as a legitimating device for the
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-aent who is more likely to understand the origin of
deaisions based on “numbers” than the often more
chaotic and idiosyncratic creative process. However
sophisticated these techniques may be, attempting to
infer behaviour after an ad, as a result of the ad, may
be somewhat tenuous.

There are several problems with the effects litera-
ture. The first is its assumption that the basic unit of
society is a rational, self-reflexive individual. In real-
ity, the compulsion to buy is a result of a complex
bundle of diverse and sometimes conflicting motiva-
tions, of which advertising is only one. A second
problem concerns whether advertising is an effective
channel of communication for persuasion. As the
title of Michael Schudson’s famous book Advertising,
the Uneasy Persuasion: Its Dubious Inpact on American
Society suggests, the impact of advertising may be
overblown. According to Schudson, the influence of
advertising is greatly exaggerated because “advertis-
ing is propaganda and everyone knows it.”' For him,
the effect of advertising is evident in creating and sus-
taining a consumer culture. We may remember a slo-
gan or be able to recreate the argument of an ad, but
this does not mean we will purchase a product. The
effect of advertising is in shaping “cur sense of values
even under conditions where it does not greatly cor-
tupt our buying habits.”' In a similar vein, Stephen
Kline sees “advertising not as manipulation but as a
vehicle for situating ... brands within established cul-
tural patterns and ideas.” A third issue, and one that
has salience for government advertising, is how ad-
vertising effects are measured when there is no prod-
uct to purchase. Government advertising, which is
assessed and produced in the same ways as commer-
cial advertising, rarely motivates one to purchase and
in some cases does not require behavioural change of
any sort. Finally, a further problem in the effects liter-
ature is that most versions of effects see the audience
as somewhat passive—it is the object of communica-
tion. Older versions, such as the “magic bullet” ap-
proach, saw advertising as a one-way flow. While
that has largely been repudiated, the dominant as-
sumption is that receivers of an ad understand the
messages in virtually the same way.

Other theories, such as the uses and gratifications
approach,26 when applied to advertising argue that
people are selective in how they understand, process,
and mediate advertising. Culture, the environment
in which the ad is viewed, the viewer’s education,
and the degree to which ads are used as a basis for so-
cial interaction are some of the intervening variables
that may mitigate the effect of an ad. A new model of

communication theory called “constructionism” ad-
vances the uses and gratifications approach by
suggesting that the public has considerable agency in
interpreting messages, including ads. Ann Crigler
defines it as an approach that “admits all people to
roles of interpretation and issue definition limited
only by their interest and attention to the topic.”
What constructionism suggests is that less attention
should be placed on impact and behavioural change
and more on the dynamic way in which meaning is
generated and the motivations of the sender.

The true effects of advertising, therefore, may not
exist in the micro world of purchase, but in the larger
ideological world. For consumer goods, the ethic of
capitalism and consumer sovereignty is reinforced in
all advertising. In the case of advertising by govern-
ment, the values or cultural patterns and ideas that
may be affected are things such as our faith in gov-
ernment, our trust in politicians, or our sense of effi-
cacy in the political system. It may be here where the
real power of social marketing lies.

This section has attempted to demonstrate several
things about the politics of advertising. Advertising
employs a code or grammar called rhetoric. Rhetoric
allows the reader of an ad to understand its message
and it is what makes an advertisement persuasive. It
provides us with the tools to examine and take apart
the apparent intention of the sender. While one may
infer the intentions from the kind of arguments that
are made, understanding the effects of an advertise-
ment is more difficult. Aristotle himself argued that
the audience would find speeches persuasive based
on a number of external factors, such as the mood of
the audience or the character of the speaker who
should have “good sense, good moral character and
goodwill. ™" Appropriate style, delivery, and thythm
are also factors that affect rhetoric. These may be pe-
culiar to each individual, so we must be circumspect
when drawing conclusions about the success of a
speaker. This section also has argued that, because
advertising is an ideological instrument, we cannot
view it “objectively” but must understand it through
the lens of our culture.

The Advertising of Politics

The adoption by politics of the language and rhet-
oric of a communication tool whose purpose is to sell
products raises a number of issues that will be ex-
plored in this section. Government’s use of advertis-
ing as a means of communicating to mass publics has
important implications for democracy. Such adver-
tising may radically change the relationship between
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the citizen and the state. While much has been writ-
ten on political parties and their advertising efforts,
very litile attention has been devoted to govern-
ments. This may be because during election cam-
paigns all parties engage in an orgy of advertising
that has become, for some, the primary source of in-
formation about the differences between parties. The
fact that researchers have found that viewers were
more likely to remember negative ads than positive
ones” further contributes to the apparent power of
party advertising. While election periods offer us a
condensed and intense period of political advertis-
ing, it is the periods between elections that offer us real
insight into the nature of political persuasion.

Government advertising has several broad func-
tions. The first thing that all government advertising
does is to attempt to change attitudes. This may be
done explicitly, as in the case of anti-racism or Can-
ada Day ads, or implicitly by cultivating a favourable
attitude towards an issue or policy. Second, govern-
ment ads inform citizens about programs, policies,
benefits. Ads in this way could provide an important
and efficient way for the state to communicate on ad-
ministrative matters to citizens. The third thing that
they do is frame issues in certain ways. The introduc-
tion of a contentious policy, such as gun registration
or the implementation of the GST, may be adver-
tised as simply an administrative change in an effort
to blunt criticism. The fourth function of government
ads is to modify behaviour. Anti-drinking and driv-
ing or anti-smoking ads are the clearest example of
this sort of ad. Each of these will be examined in
greater detail below.

Attitude Change

Elsewhere I have argued that an appropriate met-
aphor for government advertising is, to borrow a
phrase from Walter Lippmann, “making pictures in
our heads.”” In his masterful book Public Opinion,
Lippmann argues that “the health of society depends
on the quality of information it receives.” In a
mass-media-saturated world, we are inundated with
a variety of information sources that vary signifi-
cantly in their quality. Lippmann suggests that our
environment is “too big, too complex and too fleet-
ing for direct acquaintance,” so the public relies on
business and political elites to make sense of the
world outside. Demonstrating remarkable pre-
science, Lippmann suggests that “the world outside”
is created by “making pictures in our heads.” “What
each man does is based not on direct and certain
knowledge, but on pictures made by himself or given

to him.”* In other words, we are no longer able to
apprehend the vast array of conflicts, personalities,
and issues but, according to Lippmann, require oth-
ers to analyze and make sense of the world. While
this is clear enough in terms of the role of the mass
media, how does it relate to government advertising?
The pictures created by government advertising
make up the face that government presents to the
public and, in some respects, the face that the public
understands as government. State advertising is the
primary means of cultivating these images and rein-
forcing the values of liberal democracy.

Rhetoric teaches us that there are explicit and im-
plicit purposes to arguments. The explicit purpose
relates to the ostensible, immediate goal of the com-
municator. For example, when a lawyer argues on
behalf of a person accused of murder, she is primar-
ily concerned with persuading the jury of her client’s
innocence. As anyone who has seen any number of
Hollywood films can attest, there is also often an im-
plicit purpose to the defence. Perhaps the lawyer
wants to expose racism in the justice system or per-
haps she is making a claim about police powers. The
rhetoric of government advertising is no different.
Canada Day ads not only remind Canadians of the
importance of a national holiday but provide an op-
portunity to reinforce a long-standing message of the
federal government: the importance of a strong and
united Canada.

Sometimes the attempt at attitude change is trans-
parent. In 1980, during the Québec referendum, the
federal government ran anti-smoking ads that said in
big letters, “SAY NO!”. In smaller letters below was
“to smoking.” In this case the ad was an obvious at-
tempt to influence Quebecers on the appropriate
way to vote. Before the 1975 Ontario election, the
Progressive Conservative government of Bill Davis
was criticized for its tourism ads that read, “Life is
good Ontario. Preserve It. Conserve It.” The slogan
was so close to Progressive Conservative that it al-
most appeared as a sound-alike or malaprop for the
party name. One of the most famous ads prior to the
patriation of the Constitution in 1982 was one called
“Flight.” The federal government defended it as a
feel-good ad about our democratic ideals, but given
the context, it was an attempt to persuade citizens
about the importance of a patriated Constitution.
The spot opened with a slow-motion shot of geese
flying a few feet above the water. A woman hums the
first four notes of “Oh, Canada.” As we see the geese
flying, the narrator intones:
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FIGURE 5: Quebec’s “Blood-bag” ad, 1999

Freedom is an important part of our heritage. As Canadians.
[The woman continues to hum “Oh, Canada.”] The right of
each and every one of us to strive. To rise. [The geese take
off.] To be free. Riding the wings of freedom, working to-
gether to make our hope and dreams come true. For all Ca-
nadians. [The woman finishes a verse of the national anthem
and the screen fades to black ] Brought to you by the govern-
ment of Canada. [The Canada wordmark is displayed.]”

“Flight” is an enthymeme whose missing premise
may not be evident to those who view it 20 years
later but whose argument was clear when it was first
broadcast. The syllogism would look like the
following:

Major premise: Ireedom is an important value.

Minor premise: A constitution preserves freedom.

Conclusion: Supporting a patriated constitution will pre-
serve freedom.

The major premise was the content of the ad. The
minor premise is not stated but the conclusion is al-
luded to in the phrases “working together to make
our hope and dreams come true” and “for all Cana-
dians.” “Flight” is a good example of how advertising
must be viewed in historical context to understand its
full meaning.

Though it may be somewhat crude, other federa
government ads make a more nuanced, implicit ar
gument for federalism. Just as there is an ideologica:
backdrop for commercial ads, so too is there &
mythic context for understanding federal govem
ment advertising. According to Murray Edelman.
myths simplify a complicated world and act as im-
portant signs to guide our beliefs and actions.” This i~
especially true in Québec where, to use the language
of Roland Barthes, myths take simple first-order
signs and imbue them with a greater secondanr
meaning. The myths become a second Janguage tha:
speaks about the assumptions of the first.

An excellent case study of the role of myths in atti-
tude change can be seen through an examination o1
two ads of a campaign that ran in Québec newspa-
pers following the 1999 federal budget (see Figures
and 6). The government of Québec spent $320,000
on a campaign designed to tell Quebecers that, ac-
cording to Premier Bouchard, “there will be less
money for health than we had hoped.” The wav
that it chose to portray this was to use blood bags to
illustrate the difference in federal funding for health
care for Ontario versus Québec. The rhetorical tech-
niques that were used here were an ethical appeal.
ethos, and an emotional appeal, pathos. The disparity
in size of blood bags is an obvious appeal to our sense
of fair play. The ethical argument of this ad is that all
Canadians are not treated alike. The emotional ap-
peal is made in large letters: “How do you feel now?”
The text elaborates the claim that the province of
Québec is getting short-changed in health-care trans-
fers by quoting a former federal government minister
who echoes the same sentiments. Above the govern-
ment of Québec wordmark in the bottom right cor-
ner, the last sentence of the text reads, “It’s enough to
make anyone sick.” In this ad, the text is secondary to
the visual, providing evidence to support the claims
made in pictures. In the ad, the blood bags function
as a kind of “metonymy,” a common rhetorical tech-
nique that means a part standing for the whole. The
blood bag stands for the disparate health of the two
provinces. In other words, the ad tells us that meta-
phorically and literally, the lifeblood of the province
is being taken away.

The federal government countered the Québec
claims with the fleur-de-lis ad (Figure 6). Fleur de lis
with dollar signs running through them spreading
out over the country is a strong visual response to the
Québec government ad. The large text which reads,
“24% of the population [but| 34% of new transfer
payments” invites the reader to look again at claims
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FIGURE 6: The Federal Government’s Response

of unfairness. In response to Québec’s argument that
all Canadians are not treated alike, the federal gov-
ernment agrees, turning the argument on its head.
The ad suggests: “It’s true. Canadians are not treated
alike. Québec is treated more favourably than other
provinces.” The fleur-de-lis, which extends far be-
yond the province, is a visual reinforcement of the
written claims.

Though the explicit discussion that is occurring
between the two governments in these ads is about
different interpretations for health-care funding, the
implicit point is equally important. This ad must be
viewed in the context of the relations between the
federal and Québec governments. Seen as such, it is
part of the ongoing and historic claims of grievances
by Québec against Ottawa. It attempts to change atti-
tudes towards federalism as much as it does towards
health care. Much of federal government advertis-
ing, both in and outside of Québec, has this function.
While the ostensible purpose may be benign, the sec-
ond-order meaning is deeply political. In this sense,
government advertising develops and propagates
large-scale myths (or stories) to ensure the social co-
hesion of society. Jacques Ellul called this “integra-
tion propaganda.” These grand stories, or “noble
lies” to use Plato’s phrase, are vital to creating a qui-
escent mass public. They tell us who we are, remind

us of our shared identity, and offer “moments of
truth,” as Hannah Arendt called them. The death of
Pierre Trudeau in October 2000 offered this impor-
tant moment of truth where the death of a former
prime minister served as an opportunity to remind
Canadians of who we are. Defining moments such as
this become formative events in the life of a nation
and are integral to myth making.

Information

In addition to changing attitudes, advertising by
governments also provides information. In fact, this
is often governments’ defence of it. Premier
Bouchard’s justification of the blood bag ad was that
it was important to inform Quebecers about the im-
pact of the recent budget. In October 2000, Health
Minister Alan Rock justified his department’s $6 mil-
lion advertising expenditure by saying it was “public
information about a public asset.” The importance of
education and ensuring that the public is knowledge-
able about policies is a long-standing principle in de-
mocracies. Progressive thinkers in the early twenti-
eth century, such as John Dewey, argued that having
access to information was the means to enlighten-
ment and rational political action. An informed citi-
zenry is more effectively able to participate in public
affairs, the argument goes. Dewey observed that
“one great trouble at present is that the data for good
judgment are lacking; and that no innate faculty of
mind can make up the absence of facts.”” Many citi-
zens are uninformed about basic political informa-
tion, and without it they are unable to make
judgements that liberal democracy demands of
them.

Whether government advertising provides ade-
quate “information” to fulfil a democratic obligation
is an important issue. It is not clear that it does. While
some ads do provide a wealth of information, others
such as “Flight” are not informative at all. The GST
ad illustrated in Figure 7 seems to be a classic exam-
ple of an ad that aids in democratic deliberation by
providing feedback (a 1-800 number) and access to
pamphlets. In this 1990 ad, the word “information”
or “info” appears five times. The lack of any graphic
image, compared to Figures 5 and 6, aids in convey-
ing a high degree of impartiality. Compared to the
ethos and pathos of these other ads, the GST ad uses
logos or a rational appeal to make its case. The tag
line, “Information you should know,” reinforces the
government’s argument that it is educating consum-
ers about a proposed tax. While this might be true,
the provision of information is itself a rhetorical
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FIGURE 7: GST ad, 1990

technique designed to persuade. The GST was sold
to Canadians as an administrative change in the tax
system rather than a fundamental one.” On contro-
versial issues, such as the GST or transfer payments,
governments are more likely to use logos as a tech-
nique as it gives the appearance of objectivity. But
ads, of course, can never be objective. Ads are inher-
ently persuasive instruments. On controversial is-
sues, governments run the risk of propagandizing as
they are seen to intervene in a public debate that has
not yet been resolved. In an effort to minimize this,
controversial issues are sold as information. This
may be evident in an ad by the appearance of statis-
tics (see Figure 6), a text-heavy presentation, and the
spartan use of graphics (see Figure 7), which often
make a visually persuasive claim.

Framing

According to Matthew Mendelsohn, “frames are
persistent patterns of interpretation, presentation,
emphasis and exclusion by which symbol-handlers
routinely organize discourse.”” We all know that dur-
ing an election campaign ads are used by political
parties to frame issues in specific ways."” One of the
arguments this chapter makes is that while election
campaigns offer an intense period of advertising by
political parties, the advertising between elections by
governments is as significant. The period between
elections offers political elites the opportunity to
frame issues that will be important during an elec-
tion. By doing so, they are better able to control the
agenda and discuss the election on their own terms.
What frames do is present a version of reality that
may become the dominant image in the minds of
viewers. For example, George Gerbner has sug-
gested that the proliferation of violence on television

has cultivated a more violent society than one that
exists. In this case, the fictional world of television
frames our version of reality. When governments
discuss the debt as one of the most important issues
facing Canadians, they are engaged in framing. By
not talking about social welfare programs, unem-
ployment, education, or other issues, they are at-
tempting to make pictures in our heads. A common
frame during an election campaign is that of a “horse
race,” with reporters covering who is ahead and who
needs to make up ground.

Like myths, frames are essential tools for under-
standing and simplifying a complex reality. One of
the features that makes an advertisement work is its
associative logic. Is a 30-second spot able to distil an
issue into a concise message? Inasmuch as ads shape
the attitudes and beliefs towards something, they can
be said to be about framing. The GST was framed
not as the controversial tax measure it was but as an
administrative issue. Ads for gun registration are
framed as an issue of responsibility. Early immigra-
tion ads framed Canada as a land of great expanse
and freedom. It is important to recall that frames
constructing the political spectacle are created by po-
litical elites and as such reinforce established power
structures and values. Murray Edelman puts it suc-
cinctly when he writes that

language about politics is a clue o the speaker’s view of real-

ity at the time, just as an audience’s interpretation of the

same language is a clue to what may be a different reality for

them. If there are no conflicts over meaning, the issue is not
political, by definition."

Because all advertising uses frames and because
frames are created from strategic decisions, govern-
ment advertising can never be value-free or objec-
tive. Common frames used in state ads revolve
around economics, human impact, or control. As I
suggested in the previous section, even the most pro-
saic of ads—those that provide seemingly benign in-
formation, such as notice of government tenders—are
political because they use frames to communicate a
second-order message.

Behavioural Change

A final function of government advertising is to
modify behaviour. In this category we can put
non-contentious kinds of behavioural change, such
as ads that discourage drinking and driving or smok-
ing or those that encourage one to vote. In the 1980s,
the federal government produced a series of ads ex-
tolling the virtues of fitness and bemoaning the rela-
tively unfit nature of the average Canadian. These
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“Participaction” ads used rich symbolism in their
messages and even claimed that the average 30-year
old Canadian was only, and possibly not, as fit as the
average 60-year-old Swede, a claim that would later
prove to be completely unfounded.”

Advertising by government may not be an effec-
tive means of changing the short-term behaviour of
citizens. (Behaviour, however, may change over time
as attitudes evolve.) States are in a unique position in
society in that they are able to constrain behaviour
and provide sanctions for those who violate these
constraints. Advertising as a tool of behavioural
change is a rather blunt instrument because there are
no means of compliance. In other words, there is
nothing that compels the audience to follow the stric-
tures of the ad. In this way, they may more properly
be seen as exhortations.

Government ads that encourage behavioural
change are often non-controversial and therefore
may take liberties in terms of their use of symbolism,
images, and even truth as the “Participaction” ads
demonstrate. Health and Welfare Canada hired
McKim Advertising in 1993 to create an ad called
“Morphing” that used Hollywood-style digital tech-
nology to show an adolescent being transformed into
a cigarette, while other kids looked on in horror.
After being transformed back into her normal state,
all three children throw away their cigarettes and
continue playing. The tag line says, “All you need is
you.” This kind of hard-hitting symbolism would not
be used on controversial issues. Evocative symbols
that may suggest an overt persuasive function are
more likely to be used in campaigns where there is
agreement surrounding the claims made in the ad.

Demonstrating the difficulty advertising has in
changing behaviour, focus-group testing of this cam-
paign by Tandemar Research for Health and Welfare
Canada said that “the ads were perceived as unique
and memorable.... Messages were considered
thought provoking and effective.”” And yet, accord-
ing to campaign tracking done by The Creative Re-
search Group, 92 percent of those people who had
seen the ad “probably will not or definitely will not”
change their behaviour. This is 1 percent more than
those who had not seen the campaign.” The inherent
paradox of this, and much advertising, is that to like
or remember an advertisement does not mean that
one will be motivated to change one’s behaviour be-
cause of it. While behavioural change is a function of
government advertising, demonstrating it conclu-
sively is fraught with ambiguity.

Some Common Complaints

Government ads are nearly universally dispar-
aged and disdained. Writing about political rhetoric,
but in words that seem equally appropriate to state
propaganda, Kenneth Burke wrote that it serves to
“sharpen up the pointless and blunt the too sharply
pointed.”” This section will examine some of the
more common complaints and explore the demo-
cratic implications of these. These concerns can be
summarized as: government advertising is a waste of
taxpayers’ money; is a proxy for political party ads; is
a denigration of Parliament; and represents a further
commodification of culture.

Waste of Money

The way that government advertising is framed by
the mass media is through the lens of a waste of tax-
payers’ money. Recent newspaper headlines tell the
story: “Federal Media Spending Called Orwellian
Overkill”; “Ottawa Accused of Wasting Money on
Propaganda”; “Ads Waste Money”; and “Public
Funds are not for Politicking.” The foremost criti-
cism of government expenditure on advertising has
been that it is a task that should not be done, or if it is,
political parties should pay for it. When concerns are
raised that advertising is a waste of money, there are
really several related claims being made. First, gov-
ernment advertising is a waste because it does not
work. In our media-savvy society, people know what
the government is up to, and they won’t let them-
selves be fooled by government ads, the critics say.
Second, the messages being communicated are not
the sorts of things on which governments should
spend our tax dollars. Telling us to feel good about
being Canadian is not something on which the gov-
ernment should advertise. Third, advertising is a
waste of money because governments are not in the
business of “selling” and ads are all about selling.

A Proxy for Political Ads

Another common refrain against government ad-
vertising is that it uses public funds too often to do
partisan work. Policies that are appropriately those of
the governing party should be advertised by the
party and not the state. Brian Mulroney’s Conserva-
tive government was censured by the Speaker for ad-
vertising the GST using taxpayers’ funds before it
had been approved by Parliament. Until it had been
declared law, it was merely the policy of the sponsor-
ing party. Any advertising at this stage should be paid
by the party and not government. In other cases, it is
less clear. Is the federal government acting
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unethically by advertising policies that it enacted and
that will form the basis of the governing parties’ plat-
form in the next election? In October 2000, the fed-
eral Department of Justice ran an ad campaign called
“Children Come First.” The prime minister had said,
just before the election, that children would be a pri-
ority for his government if they were re-elected. This
kind of election priming raises questions about when
an issue ceases to be partisan. One criterion we can
make is that no government should advertise legisla-
tion that has not yet received the royal assent. The
conflation of party and government ads that happens
close to an election might be made clearer by impos-
ing limits on advertising in the last year of a govern-
ment’s mandate. Unfortunately, since the lifespan of
any Parliament is not fixed, such limits could be
evaded by simply calling an “early” election.

Denigration of Parliament

The criticism that government advertising deni-
grates Parliament is made regularly by opposition
M.Pss. The full argument is that by using advertising
to persuade citizens, governments are ignoring Par-
liament as the “talking place,” which, etymologically,
is what the word parliament means. The representa-
tive democratic imperative says that collective deci-
sions taken by the people must be made by Parlia-
ment where citizens have given M.P:s the right to
speak on their behalf. Government advertising
by-passes this role and relegates the legislature as a
passive participant. Liberal leader John Turmer was
furious when Brian Mulroney’s Progressive Conser-
vative government advertised the GST as a fait ac-
compli when the legislation was still before Parlia-
ment. Turner said, “The words [in the ad| constitute a
contempt of Parliament, constitute an intimidation of
Parliament, because ... the only inference to be
drawn [from it] is that it does not matter what mem-
bers of Parliament do in dealing with these taxes.””

There are, however, equally compelling demo-
cratic reasons for state advertising. Governments
have always argued that it is one of the few ways in
which they can communicate with mass publics in an
unfiltered and unmediated way. Government adver-
tising may symbolize the decline of Parliament but
also the increasing government-by-plebiscite tenden-
cies in Canadian politics in which the state feels the
need to communicate directly with citizens. While its
practice does not preclude creating stronger ties with
citizens, the reality is that government advertising
further marginalizes Canadians by speaking at them
and not involving them in genuine conversation. It is

as much a denigration of Parliament as it is of the pre-
cepts that underlie a more direct kind of democracy.

Commodification of Citizenship

Perhaps one of the most troubling aspects of gov-
ernment advertising is that, by employing the tech-
niques, grammar, and codes of a mode of communi-
cation designed to sell products, it debases the entire
political process. A 30-second spot is not an appro-
priate method to engage citizens on the complexities
and subtleties faced by a multicultural citizenship.
Ads reduce Canadian identity to mere slogans and
create a hollow nationalism. At its worst, it is patron-
izing to speak to citizens on important matters of the
state through a channel of communication that is de-
signed to sell soap. Political and commercial advertis-
ing is becoming increasingly blurred. Both are adopt-
ing the language of the other. For example, during
the 1995 Quebec referendum, the Oui side adopted
the daffodil, peace sign, and daisy as integral icons in
its campaign. By cashing in on the revival of 1960s
retro-fashion that was popular at the time, the Oui
side was metaphorically saying that choosing to em-
brace sovereignty was no different than choosing
fashion. In the 1998 Winter Olympics in Nagano,
Japan, the federal government spent over $5 million
on advertising “Our athletes, the pride of a nation.”
By branding our athletes with this slogan, the federal
government was making us feel proud of our citizen-
ship. Rhetorically, the ads were not much different
from Roots, the clothing manufacturer that outfitted
the Canadian Olympic team. Roots used our pride to
sell clothing. The government used our pride to sell
its version of nationalism. Though the products were
different, emotional appeals (pathos) were the same.
Bell Canada’s “Dieppe” ad shows a young man who,
in his trek through Europe, stops at Dieppe to call his
grandfather to thank him for his wartime efforts.
Molson’s “I am Canadian” ad, which extols the cul-
tural differences between Canada and the United
States, has elevated a struggling actor into a national-
ist hero and used patriotism to sell beer.” If not for
the product, the federal government could not have
written a better script. In some cases, such as the Air
Canada ad that ran in newspapers following the 1998
Supreme Court of Canada reference, companies
make bolder claims about federalism than any gov-
ernment could. It showed row upon row of stop signs
that filled two-thirds of the ad. In the closest row, the
word “non” was spray-painted on a sign in the same
way that stop signs were defaced in Québec during
the referendum. Except, as the text below the stop
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signs indicate, the “non” was not an explicit endorse-
ment of the federal position in a referendum, but
rather was ostensibly meant to be read as “non-stop”
as in Air Canada has more non-stops to the United
States."

Conclusion

This chapter has tried to show how politics
informs advertising and how advertising is directing
more and more of politics. Just as commercial adver-
tising is driven by ideological messages, so too is po-
litical advertising. Examining the rhetoric of govern-
ment advertising, one finds that within all ads are
carefully crafted arguments designed to persuade the
reader. Rather than engaging citizens in the res
publica, advertising marginalizes them and treats
them as spectators. Government advertising may be
a response to the general malaise that afflicts a grow-
ing number of citizens. It may further the perception
that politics is about posturing and hype and govern-
ments are not willing to have serious discussions with
citizens about issues that demand our attention. By
exposing the limitations of state advertising and argu-
ing its importance in the government’s communica-
tions arsenal, this chapter has tried to suggest that we
should not take government advertising for granted
as first and foremost a source of information for citi-
zens. On the contrary, its persistence and growth
may suggest a new and possibly undesirable relation-
ship between citizen and state.
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