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INTRODUCTION 

 

On July 11, 2010, as the FIFA World Cup in South Africa came to a close with a triumphant 

ceremony in Johannesburg, media commentators around the world marveled at the country’s 

success in hosting a global mega-event.1  In the eyes of many, the tournament’s relatively 

smooth progression demonstrated that, despite great international skepticism, South Africa 

is a modern, capable and important player on the world stage.  

 

For the International Marketing Council (IMC) of South Africa, the tournament served a 

greater purpose beyond temporarily boosting tourism or building infrastructure.  Indeed, the 

World Cup provided a platform for the global launch of Brand South Africa, a major 

collaboration between the South African government and the country’s private sector to 
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a nation is primordial or invented, however, is not necessarily the most relevant question.  

Anderson critiques Gellner’s emphasis on the fabrication of the nation because, in fact, there 

is no such thing as a ‘true’ community; he writes, ‘
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Guibernau acknowledges that a national culture is formed with some ‘bottom-up 

contributions’ but asserts that elites play an ‘irreplaceable role’ in constructing national 

identity (2007:18).  Similarly, Wodak et al. argue that the national identity of an individual is 

manifested in, and is at the same time shaped by, everyday social practices.  They cite 

Bourdieu’s claim that the state has symbolic resources (such as control of the education 

system) that give it considerable power in constructing and instilling a unified national 

identity, which individuals then internalize and reproduce in social practices through 

emotional, mental and behavioral dispositions—what he terms ‘habitus’ (Bourdieu, 1994 

cited in Wodak et al., 1999: 28-29).  Indeed, the nation as a collective imaginary is not only 
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The process of nation branding involves a long-term partnership between the government 

and private sector to define the brand’s ‘essence,’ or core idea, and the consistent projection 

of this message through every communication—with a strong visual focus—from the country 

to the world (Olins, 1999: 23-24).  Clear and unswerving messaging involves the joint efforts 

of every government department, including culture, industry, education, transport and 

foreign affairs (ibid.).  Elaborate systems that measure the value of place brands are used for 

benchmarking, including the Anholt-GfK Roper Nation Brands Index2 and Futurebrand’s 

Country Brand Index3.  It seems that nation branding is becoming increasingly 

commonplace—as Olins writes, ‘politicians everywhere in the world now realise that every 

nation has an identity—they can either seek to manage it or it will manage them’ (1999: 26). 

 

Nation Branding In Its Context: Globalization and Postmodernity 

 

Some branding consultants argue that countries have always engaged in branding activities 
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words, how can private entities be held accountable for the management of something that is 

supposed to produce equitable gain for all?    

 

Lastly, and m
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Scholars often point out the post-apartheid government’s ‘neo-liberal turn’ in the 1990s 

(Harvey, 2005: 3; Lazarus, 2004: 612; Magubane, 2004: 661; Marais, 1998: 85).  This change 

is most evident in its abandonment of the Reconstruction and Development Programme 

(RDP) in favor of the Growth, Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) strategy in 1996 

(Lesufi, 2005: 22-23).  This marked a shift from an economic policy that advocated a strong 

role for the state in the development process (‘growth through redistribution’), and one that 

was championed by the liberation movement, to a market-led approach with a greater focus 

on the private sector playing the leading role in reconstruction (‘redistribution through 

growth’) (ibid.).  The strategy can generally be characterized by the withdrawal of the state 

from economic activities, including the provision of social services and regulatory roles in 

trade, financial markets, and lab
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The International Marketing Council (IMC) of South Africa, a government-funded agency 

established by the Presidency in 2002, has the main objective of ‘marketing South Africa 

through the Brand South Africa campaign’—specifically, it seeks to ‘create a positive and 

compelling brand image for South Africa’ in order to boost trade and tourism (‘Who We Are’).  

The IMC’s board of trustees consists of business leaders in industries such as tourism, 

communications and mining, as well as government officials and prominent members of civil 

society (ibid.).   

 

According to Anitha Soni, chairwoman of the IMC, the organization sought the advice of 

heavyweight corporations such as Unilever to construct a unified brand image; she explains, 

‘We thought if we were a company listed on the London Stock Exchange, how would we take 

ourselves to market?’ (‘South Africa United,’ 2010).  The resulting brand, with the core idea 

of ‘South Africa—Alive With Possibility,’ is communicated through the IMC’s external 

branding efforts including advertising campaigns in broadcast, online and print media such 

as CNN and the Economist, as well as networking through its offices in London and 
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of national identity is a dialogical process, this paper takes into account the view that 

institutions such as government agencies and marketing firms have considerable symbolic 

resources in communicating a specific national identity, especially through mass media.  This 

national identity can then be internalized by members of the nation and expressed through 

everyday social practices.  Fourth, this paper questions the assumption that nation branding 

is a superficial trend, or that it produces solely benign consequences; rather, it approaches 

nation branding as a growing phenomenon in the age of globalization that embodies 

fundamental tensions.  Fifth, because the ads examined in this paper are geared towards 

South African audiences, the analysis is set against the country’s history and its current 

political, economic and social context.  This background, especially South Africa’s transition 

to democracy in the 1990s and the ANC’s embrace of neoliberal policies in its aftermath, is 

key in contextualizing the discourses mobilized in these ads. 

 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES  

 

There have been past studies on the international marketing of South Africa as a tourism 

destination.  Postcolonial critiques of place marketing point to themes such as primordialism, 

including emphasis on wildlife and romanticized landscapes (Cornelissen, 2005; Wells, 
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The first ad chosen, ‘Today I Woke Up’ (see Appendix A), was unveiled in 2003 as a kick-start 

to the building of patriotism and good feeling among the population.  It features a wide range 

of prominent South Africans, from Presidents Mandela and Mbeki to well-
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Each theme is supported by various features in the texts’ audio aspect, visual aspect, or both.  

Creating a shared sense of the past, present, and future, with an emphasis on renewal and 

transformation, is a common occurrence; the assumption of national unity, which constructs 

the nation as a monolith with a shared goal and orientation, is another.  The ads also present 

various forms of participation and responsibility on the part of the audience, in some cases 

more explicitly than in others.  All of these themes fit into the larger social context by 

interacting with discourses on the nation, nation branding, and South African national 

identity.
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highlights the country’s achievement of a peaceful political transition and points to its bright 

future (Cornelissen, 2005: 684).  Furt
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with an idea of  ‘the family of the nation’ (Hall, 1996: 617) as an alternative and common 

point of identification for people of different socio-economic, ethnic or gender backgrounds.  

All three ads feature rhetoric and images that reinforce the notion of South Africa as an 
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efforts to host the tournaments, one is not playing for the ‘team’ and exists in an antagonistic 

position to the nation.  In addition to references to the national ‘team’, the line ‘what are you 

doing to be a great host?’ (see Appendix B) also demonstrates awareness that the country is 

about to be placed in the international spotlight.  As with ‘Today I Woke Up,’ the implication 
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Movement for Good’s slogan, ‘Noka e tlatswa ke dinoka (a river swells from little streams)’ 

(‘About the Movement’
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followed by a shot of Desmond Tutu standing against a magnificent backdrop of dawn at 

God’s Window6 and proclaiming: ‘All I need to do is believe’ (see Appendix A).  This sequence 

places the woman in a passive position—she is stating that as long as she has faith, ‘this 

place,’ awe-inspiring in its beauty, will provide for her.  Indeed, the ad consistently depicts 

South Africa as a kind of savior—the lights of dawn streaming down from the sky and the 

aforementioned personification of the country throughout the ad contribute to this.  For 

instance, in another scene with an actor depicting an ordinary person, a pregnant woman 

hanging her laundry looks up to the sky while the voiceover states: ‘I woke up in a place…that 

says, “it’s ok”’ (see Appendix A).  It is as if South Africa is someone in the heavens reassuring 

its people to 
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One surprising aspect of the results was how little the intended audience—the ordinary 

citizen—was given a voice.  In other words, despite the language and imagery of inclusivity, 

empowerment and participation, and the emotion that they convey, hierarchy was 

consistently established between the citizen and the state.  This could be a reflection of what 

some scholars call the post-apartheid regime’s ‘statist’ approach to development (Gumede & 

Dikeni, 2009: 7-8), in the sense that the state has assumed the aspirations of progressive 

voices in the liberation movement and absorbed the role of civil society; the resulting top-

down demand for loyalty to the state is perhaps an inevitable part of the nation building 

project.  On a more general level, the perpetuation of hierarchy could be explained by the 

hegemonic discourse of a world order in which nation-
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APPENDIX A. ‘Today I Woke Up’ Script 
 
This script was featured on the website of Yvonne Johnston, former CEO of the International 
Marketing Council of South Africa who oversaw the creation of this advertisement.  Script and video 
can be retrieved from: http://www.yvonnejohnston.co.za/video.html 
 
‘
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We cut to a hill in Kwa-Zulu Natal. As the light washes onto the golden grass, we see two figures doing 
a tribal Zulu dance in unison, one is black and the other white. It is Johnny Clegg and Sipho Mchunu. 
 
Johnny Clegg: A place where my brother, 
 
Sipho Mchunu: is my brother no matter what. 
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APPENDIX B. ‘Team South Africa’s Champions’ 
 
This script was transcribed by the author.  The video can be retried from: 
http://www.brandsouthafrica.com/marketing-materials/243-video-team-south-africas-
champions.html 
The entirety of the ad is in slow motion.  
 
 
‘Team South Africa’s Champions’  
 
Opening scene: inside a football stadium, members of South Africa’s football team are celebrating a 
goal.  The crowd is cheering. 
 
Voiceover (VO): When we celebrate the team who make the goal possible, 
 
Shot of stadium stands to show fans in South African jerseys cheering 
 
VO: We also celebrate the fans, the people who choose the teams. 
 
The rewinding begins (and goes on for the rest of the ad).  The football team disappears to show a man 
on a tractor.  
 
VO: Those who lay the grass… 
 
Shot of large truck with a construction worker coming out of it. 
 
VO: Who construct the stadiums… 
(music begins) 
 
Shot of a sign that reads: “Danger: Construction Site,” and a man shoveling dirt 
 
VO: or turn the soil.  We celebrate them as champions.  They all play a vital part to get South Africa 
ready for the FIFA Confederations Cup. 
 
Cut to a train station platform.  The man previously shoveling dirt emerges, still moving in rewind, 
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APPENDIX C. ‘It Starts With You’ Script 
 
This ad has no voiceover and features soft music (acoustic guitar and singing) throughout.  The 
description of events has been written by the author.  The video can be retrieved from: 
http://www.brandsouthafrica.com/marketing-materials/228-it-starts-with-you-video.html 
 
 
‘It Starts With You’ 
 
Dawn. A light goes on in an upstairs room of a house. 
(birds chirping, guitar strumming starts) 
A young black child gets out of bed, opens the curtains in his room and looks out the window. 
He puts on a red cape, adjusting the string around his neck in front of his mirror.  He turns out the 
light. 
Cut to the child loading his bicycle with white bags. 
Cut to child bicycling out of his neighborhood with a helmet on his head. 
Cut to a scene in a township: the child is helping an older black woman carry her large bag home. 
They arrive at her house, and a young girl (perhaps the woman’s daughter) emerges in the doorway.  A 
close up shot of her face as she smiles at him; he smiles back before bicycling away. 
Cut to child bicycling by a field in which his friends are playing football.  They wave at him, signaling 
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