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Attempts to drive polarization through deliberate propaganda and/or misleading claims are
nothing new. Yet, in the last few years, “disinformation” has emerged as a seemingly novel and
exclusively technological threat to fair elections and democracy more broadly. Most recently,
the term “climate disinformation” has been used to characterize decades-long climate denial
and delay strategies that are finding new ground and amplification on social media. Twitter for
instance, saw a 300% increase in climate denialist content in 2022 alone,1 while known climate
conspiracies circulated to hundreds of millions Facebook users, especially during key events such
as COP26.2 Google meanwhile, continues to profit from climate denial ads despite disallowing
content that contradicts scientific consensus on climate change.3 Policymakers are waking up
to these enforcement gaps and their risks. Last year, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) drew attention to the impacts of climate change rhetoric and polarization for
the first time, noting that the politicization of climate change science has impeded climate policy
and action.4

While contemporary narratives have moved from “overt denial” of climate change’s anthropogenic
causes to more subtle tactics of “delaying” mitigation measures, they deploy well-worn denial
strategies such as cherry picking, mobilizing “half-truths,” and calling for inactivism. “New”
forms of “climate disinformation” echo old climate opposition myths from the last century.

The long history of election interference in democracies around the world relies on similarly
nuanced tactics. Yet, the present public and policy debates about these types of interference
are often de-politicized as mostly technological problems. Scholars and practitioners working
on these issues have called for a deeper engagement with these histories, especially as they
illustrate the centrality of power, interest and politics to the study of polarization today.5 These
historical dimensions of polarization are especially disregarded when they concern the replication
of long-standing, systemic harms and struggles for equality.6 More broadly, historically informed
perspectives are crucial at a time when forms of historical inequality are being justified anew.

This essay will draw parallels between the two historical examples of election interference and
climate obstruction.7 We highlight long-standing tactics including: the use of deliberate and
misleading narratives; the creation and weaponization of doubt and uncertainty; the coordination
of networks and actors; and attempts to drive polarization and influence policy outcomes. In
doing so, we hope to underscore how pre-existing myths about inequality drive the success of such
interference more than specific technologies or “bad actors.” Polarization is deeply interrelated
with diverse social, political, and economic causes and is a multifaceted policy problem that goes
far beyond new communications technologies.

The History and Politics of Election Interference

While both election interference and climate obstruction campaigns involve the deliberate
dissemination of false information and overt forms of state-sponsored propaganda, susceptibility
to propaganda has much broader societal, political, and economic causes than reading or viewing
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a few pieces of flawed information. The role of institutions and trust in institutions matter for
whether low-quality information resonates or not.8 Moreover, these are long-standing problems
that have waxed and waned throughout democracies’ existence.

Election interference has existed for as long as elections themselves. The United States, for
example, worried about French interference in the election of 1796. Alexander Hamilton argued
in Federalist paper 68 in 1788 that the Electoral College protected against the “most deadly
adversaries of republican government,” which mainly included “the desire in foreign powers to
gain an improper ascendant in our councils” and could best be achieved “by raising a creature
of their own to the chief magistracy of the Union.” To guard against foreign interference in
presidential elections, Hamilton believed that “a small number of persons [white men], selected
by their fellow-citizens from the general mass, will be most likely to possess the information and
discernment requisite” to select the President.9 Restricting the franchise was Hamilton’s solution
to feared foreign intervention.

Ultimately, restrictions on the franchise in the United States for women and non-white citizens
until the 20th century meant that, according to some scholars, the US only really became a
democracy with the passing of the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which forbade racial discrimination in
voting.10 Electoral restrictions for fear of foreign interference can thus contribute to undermining
democracy and increasing polarization.

During the Cold War, foreign interference became “a common feature of great-power politics.”11
The United States and Soviet Union (or its successor state of Russia) intervened in 11.3 percent of
all national elections between 1946 and 2000, according to a dataset collected by political scientist
Dov Levin.12 Over 35 percent of these interventions were overt. Concerningly, interventions
generally increased the chances that the candidate favoured by the foreign intervenor would
win. Such interventions commonly included spreading false or salacious information as well as
campaign funding or assistance.

Seen in this historical light, Russian attempts to intervene in the 2016 election are part of a
long-standing pattern.13 As Levin notes, even the one new feature of cyberwarfare was “largely
the digitization of an age-old method of electoral intervention (i.e., ‘dirty tricks’).”14 Foreign
interference has even been common in established democracies, whether post-war Italy or
probably Canada in the 1960s. Electoral interference is a feature, not a bug, of open democratic
elections. The question then becomes when and why this interference succeeds. It succeeds not
due to citizens seeing one item, but due to repeated exposure and resonance with deep-seated
understanding of people’s places in society. Distrust in electoral processes can enable foreign
interference to succeed or can depress voter turnout. That underlying distrust may have emerged
from domestic political or media actors stoking such skepticism, which can further polarize
societies between those who do and don’t trust basic democratic processes like voting.

Polarization and disinformation intertwine through distrust in institutions. Polls show that this
distrust has increased over the past few decades. In 1960, 73 percent of Americans polled stated
that “they trust the government in Washington to do what is right just about always/most of
the time.” By the early 1990s, that number declined to 19 percent; with the exception of a bump
after 9/11, trust has hovered between 15 and 20 percent since 2010.15 Yet that distrust was at
times justified, for example in the case of Watergate.

That distrust exists more broadly in established democracies around media institutions too.
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Trust in media has declined rapidly in the United Kingdom, sliding from 51 percent in 2015 to
just 34 percent in 2022.16 In Canada, trust has slipped from 55 percent in 2016 to 42 percent
in 2022.17 Though higher than many other countries, this was the lowest ever trust score in
Canada.

In this regard, electoral interference and distrust in government institutions follow similar
patterns to other historical forms of disinformation and skepticism, including about climate
and environment, that seeks to polarize by building on existing societal cleavages. In the
American context, Alice Marwick, Rachel Kuo, Shanice Cameron and Moira Weigel created a
critical disinformation studies syllabus using historical case studies on subjects such as Japanese
incarceration or AIDS/HIV to “argue that disinformation is a key way in which whiteness in the
United States has been reinforced and reproduced, in addition to heteronormativity and class
privilege.”18 A similar syllabus could undoubtedly be created for Canada.

Canadian Elections, Politics and Climate Obstruction

The history of climate obstruction has equally seen efforts to sow distrust through propaganda
and well-coordinated and financed “denial campaigns.” Public distrust in global warming –
predicted for at least a century – has existed for just as long.19 Seeding distrust and uncertainty
is the primary goal of climate obstruction, particularly because this can destabilize democratic
institutions, mitigation efforts, and democratic processes like voting.

Voters identified climate change as the top issue driving their ballet choice in Canada’s 2021
federal election.20 Although this partly indicates growing concern over environmental issues
(especially amongst younger voters), it also emerged from an alarming rise in the mainstreaming
of climate conspiracy theories in Canadian and U.S. political debates and elections.21

In the months leading up to the 2021 Canadian federal election, Cheryl Gallant, a Conservative
Party of Canada Member of Parliament (MP), circulated an established “climate lockdown”
conspiracy claiming that the COVID-19 pandemic is a precursor to impending “authoritarian”
climate emergency lockdowns.22 On both her YouTube channel and through distributed leaflets,
Gallant claimed the incumbent Liberal government would “legislate rolling lockdowns in response
to an ill-defined climate emergency” and urged voters to “make the coming election a referendum
on more lockdowns.”23

The climate lockdown conspiracy entered mainstream Canadian electoral politics in summer 2021;
mainstream media outlets amplified the conspiracy to expose its danger, causing the highest
ever volume of mentions for “climate lockdown” on Twitter.24 Although the Canadian Election
Misinformation Project found that most Canadians did not come across this story, over half of
those who did believed it was true.25

The “climate lockdown” narrative was momentarily successful because of it was quickly integrated
into a pre-existing ‘culture war’ framework, echoing strategies that cut across both election
interference and climate opposition. These strategies weaponize existing messages to fuel distrust
in institutions, drive polarization, and reinvigorate historical discrimination.26 This framework
seems to have resonated with certain Canadians: the amplification of climate lockdown on
far-right Canadian news outlet Rebel News garnered the retweets out of any other mention of
the term that week.27

Such issues, however, existed before the 2021 election. Coordinated propaganda and disinforma-
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tion in politics often work to maintain existing power structures. Current efforts to “debunk”
or otherwise deal with climate disinformation through exclusively technological solutions and
platform policies such as verification and fact-checking cannot address the underlying historical,
social, and political conditions for spreading it. As Wendy H.K Chun argues instead, the frame-
work of authenticity may be more useful in addressing social problems commonly categorized as
exclusive problems of mis and disinformation.28

Climate Obstruction in Canada: “New” Forms, “Old” Myths

Climate obstruction in Canada follows both “traditional” and “new” forms of denialism that
aim to delay regulatory and collective action.29 Intersections of class, race, gender, and settler
colonialism have long informed the history of climate opposition. One of the earliest examples
comes from a popular 19th century claim that “rain follows the plow” in the American West. Used
to encourage colonial settlement, the widely promoted and since discredited claim argued that
deforestation would bring more rainfall. When other experts of the time disagreed – proffering
that deforestation could even result in reduced rainfall – European academics alleged that
temperature zones inhabited by the “Caucasian race” were naturally superior for the proliferation
of “civilization.” 30

Connections between climate denial, identity, and politics continue up to today. These intersec-
tions of power and identity politics animate contemporary tactics of climate denial and opposition.
For instance, a recent study of American political conspiracy theory and political movement,
QAnon finds that members integrate and oscillate their tactics between climate denial and hate
speech, including spreading anti-Black Lives Matter content.31

Contemporary climate delay discourses repurpose established forms of conservative populism
into “extractive populism” – an umbrella term to capture emerging efforts to frame extractivism
as a public democratic expression threatened by elites and thus requiring public defense.32 This
framework positions “ordinary people” as victims of powerful liberal elites imposing their values
on society.33 Canadian Facebook groups promoted this framework, spreading claims that fossil
fuel extraction “benefits everyone.”34 This aligns with increasing market and media tendencies
to view Canadian oil as “low-carbon” and therefore “ethical,”35 a greenwashing tactic advanced
by supposedly independent groups despite their heavy interest in the sector.36

Climate denial and opposition are particularly mobilized by conservative networks in both Canada
and the United States.37 In the United States, partisan polarization is a key factor in disseminating
misinformation.38 Similarly in Canada, targeting conservative audiences remains a powerful
strategy. After tracking climate-related Facebook content for a year, climate communications
scholar Shane Gunster identified a dense (and well-coordinated) network of Canadian conservative
actors who are especially adept at driving significant social media traffic to anti-climate action
content and directing their audiences to further promote it on their own personal networks.39 This
reflects an established tactic of the climate “countermovement” in both Canada and the United
States to target conservatives with anti-climate change messages in an effort to instigate media
outlets to report on the “uncertainties” of climate science.40 This narrative delayed regulation
by sowing distrust in institutions and experts and by casting doubt on climate change – in short,
by prolonging the debate.41

More broadly, while Canadian Conservatives have moved to the left on issues of immigration
and same-sex marriage, they have simultaneously moved to the right on environmental issues,
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leading to a growing party gap in policy beliefs on climate.42 For some, these party gaps are
consistent with the economic motivations of key climate opponents,43 namely the Canadian
oil and gas industry, and related industry associations such as the Canadian Association of
Petroleum Producers, who have fiercely protected their economic interests by delaying pathways
to effective climate mitigation over the last fifty years.44 Chief among them is the Canadian
subsidiary to ExxonMobil, Imperial Oil, that has a documented history of funding climate denial
and lobbying against government action to address climate change.45 While the forms of climate
opposition have certainly evolved, motivations and political interests have remained.

Conclusion: What can history teach us about polarization today?

Historical research is crucial in demonstrating how susceptibility to propaganda is not necessarily
a consequence of consuming a few pieces of flawed information, but rather how it is (or can
be) the product of broader societal, political, and economic factors. Election interference has
become a feature of open democratic elections. This follows similar patterns to other historical
forms of disinformation that seek to polarize by building on existing societal cleavages, including
environmental issues.

The debate about anthropogenic climate change has always been political – that is to say,
shaped by vested actors, institutions, political and economic interests as well as ideological and
regulatory agendas.46 Indeed, the primary objectives of climate obstruction today are to drive
the public agenda to accept delaying action and to influence the political process towards policies
that do not support climate action.47 These tactics are similar to those used in the 2020 U.S.
election, for example, where mis- and dis-information circulated online about concerns with
ballot counting errors resulting in a “stolen election” and a series of calls for re-counts, delaying
official announcements of election results.48

By engaging with the vested interests of politically motivated groups, we can deepen the
accountability measures needed to address public polarization as well as responses to climate
mitigation and electoral politics. This allows us to move beyond exclusively technological fixes
including corrections and fact-checking, which can inadvertently sustain the spread of debunked
stories. As Wendy H.K Chun emphasizes, attending to these broader politics and histories
moves us beyond irreconcilable debates over whether something is real, toward engaging with
the outcomes and impacts.

Many are justifiably calling for greater accountability from platform companies and governments
to address the circulation and monetization of mis- and dis-information. That is an important
part of the puzzle. But so too are broader factors. The history and politics of climate obstruction
and electoral interference remind us to address democratic, economic, social, and environmental
concerns too.
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