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Your Call Is Important to Us: 
The Truth about Bullshit
Laura Penny
McClelland and Stewart
 pages, softcover
  

Laura Penny is outraged. In the face of a 
constant barrage of commercial messages, 
most of us just tune out the ones we don’t 

want to hear. Some of us might 
change the channel or even talk to 
our spouse. Penny, a teaching fellow 
in the Foundation Year Program at 
King’s College in Halifax, writes a 
book.

Her thesis is simple: we are 
surrounded by, and immersed in, 
bullshit. Bullshit is more than just 
lying: it is deception through a blend 
of sugar-coating the facts or possibly 
scaring the wits out of the audience. 
Bullshit is insidious, and it’s everywhere. In fact, 
Penny tells us, you are soaking in it.

The reference comes from a famous, or 
perhaps infamous, advertising campaign by 
Palmolive Dishwashing Liquid in the s, in 
which Madge the Manicurist tells a client “you’re 
soaking in it [Palmolive],” because it’s so mild 
and good for your skin.

Now, the very idea that any self-respecting 
manicurist would soak your fi ngers in dishwash-
ing liquid stretches credibility to breaking point. 
But those were innocent days, and 
Madge soaked her way to market 
leadership around the world. In a 
similar vein, Lever Bros.’ demean-
ing “Ring around the Collar” cam-
paign made Wisk the leading liquid 
laundry detergent. In the heyday of 
advertising, bad taste was never a 
barrier to success.

But times have changed: by 
comparison with today, audiences in the s 
were slow- witted, unsophisticated and gullible. 
There was no Internet, only a few TV channels, 
no VCRs, TiVo, cable channels or even remote 
channel changers. And there was little “clutter,” 

the term marketers use for the sheer volume of 
messages the public sees. In this sense, Penny is 
right: today, we are exposed to a constant barrage 
of corporate communications, much of which is 
inane and insults our intelligence.

For corporations, the stakes are high. On the 
Internet, rumour and innuendo—sometimes 
true, sometimes fi ctitious, sometimes seeded 
by competitors—can spread like wildfi re and 
destroy brands that have cost millions to build. 
Audiences are more diffi cult to reach and when 

you do reach them, their attention is distracted 
by thousands of competing messages. People 
are skeptical, cynical and, sometimes justifi ably, 
ready to believe the worst about corporations.

And Penny serves it up. Most of the book is 
a litany of misdoings and posturing by corpora-
tions and politicians. She treats us to her personal 
views on advertising (she hates all of it), the 
economy, the drug industry, insurance, retailing: 
the book is a wide-ranging diatribe on the state 
of commerce and the world.

Penny portrays a corporate sector that, with 
its advertising agencies and communications 
consultants, knows how to deceive us skillfully 
about its misdoings. Yet, in practice, bumbling 
and ineptitude seem to be more the norm. The 
Ford/Firestone debacle of a few years ago, in 
which each corporation publicly blamed the 
other for rollovers of Ford Explorer SUVs, was 
highly damaging to both corporations. Exxon 
Corporation waited a full week after the 

Exxon Valdez oil spill in Prince William Sound, 

Alaska, before communicating with the media, 
and even then the messages it delivered were self-
contradictory, confusing and downright shifty. 
More recently, the public humiliations of Martha 
Stewart and Conrad Black indicate that even the 
most powerful moguls are far from being in con-
trol of the message.

Your Call Is Important to Us falls into the Your Call Is Important to Us falls into the Your Call Is Important to Us
category of “rant-lit,” of which the best-known 
author is Michael Moore, with perhaps Rex 
Murphy taking the honours in Canada. Rants are 

everywhere: not only in print but 
on TV, in radio and of course on the 
Internet. They share the common 
traits of outrage, indignation, usu-
ally humour and often a tendency 
to play fast and loose with the facts. 
One characteristic they do not have 
is balance: that would be antithetical 
to the whole idea of rant, the goal of 
which is to entertain the audience 
by riling it up.

Compared with much rant-lit, 
Your Call Is Important to Us stands up quite Your Call Is Important to Us stands up quite Your Call Is Important to Us
well: it is thorough, well-researched, certainly 
entertaining and sometimes clever. But it shares 
with the genre a lack of interest in truly explor-
ing what underlies the trends it deplores, and 
for this reason is incapable of offering solutions. 
Indeed, Penny acknowledges this explicitly in 
the fi nal chapter, with “I’ve got nothing [i.e., 
no solutions]. I am not a problem-solver. I am 
a crank.”

An exploration of the underlying issues could 
reveal a corporate sector that thinks 
it is still living in the s, or is so 
mired in its own closed world that it 
fails to understand its audience. Or 
perhaps a group of well-intentioned 
but hopelessly incompetent execu-
tives trying to muddle through. Or 
a cadre of corrupt corporate cronies 
eagerly awaiting an opportunity to 
slip their hands into our pockets. 

Or all of these, or none. Penny does not help us 
because all she offers is outrage and context-free 
facts, and fails to provide true insight that would 
help us understand.

And that is what makes this book self-
 serving, sensational and ultimately tedious to 
read. Penny’s reluctance to dig deeper is just as 
great an insult to the reader’s intelligence as the 
bullshit she deplores. Yes, Laura, we are soaking 
in bullshit, but Your Call Is Important to Us is just Your Call Is Important to Us is just Your Call Is Important to Us
another shovelful.m

David Dunne teaches marketing and advertising at the 
Rotman School of Management at the University of Toronto 
and is a partner in a Montreal advertising agency. With col-
leagues at the Ontario College of Art and Design, he works 
with students to develop advertising campaigns for non-
profi t organizations.profi t organizations.
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