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Branding the Nation - the historical context

Why do they get so excited? I never cease to be amazed at the violent reactions which
the concept of branding the nation provokes. There is clearly something about it that
sets some people’s teeth on edge. A visceral antagonism brings the most unlikely
individuals and groups, at least temporarily, into the same camp. Commentators
from every part of the political and social spectrum have at different times in very
different publications expressed their loathing and contempt for the idea as repellent
and superficial, that is when they don’t regard it as entirely risible. In almost every
country I have visited where the notion has been discussed, a few individuals have
expressed their revulsion to it in the strongest terms.

Michel Girard," a French academic encapsulates this view.

“In France the idea of re-branding the country would be widely unacceptable because
the popular feeling is that France is something that has a nature and a substance
other than that of a corporation. A corporation can be re-branded, not a state. One
can take a product, a washing powder for instance, and then change the name which
is actually done very regularly. Regular re-branding is normal, particularly in the life
of consumer products, but can this actually be the case for countries? ... A country
carries specific dignity unlike a marketed product... In France it is unimaginable for
Chirac to attempt to re-brand France.”

And Girard carries on in this vein telling us about ‘the superior dignity of statehood’
and so on.  So rebranding is OK for a corporation but not for a nation. In other
words corporations change, merge, divest, invest and rebrand and reinvent
themselves but nations don’t change, they are immutable. Their verities are eternal.
How do you relate this view to the historical reality that almost every nation has

reinvented itself as its regimes and circumstances have changed?

Since Michel Girard claims that it is unimaginable for President Chirac to rebrand
France, let’s take a cursory look to see whether any other leaders in French history
have found the same difficulty. France is a nation which has had five republics, two
empires and at least four kingdoms. France has been Royalist, Republican and
Imperial. It has been Egalitarian and Absolutist in turns and occasionally, even at the
same time, always with the same vigour, sense of destiny and intellectual conviction

which distinguishes the French political and cultural scene. Even within my lifetime



France has lived with three Republics, a dictatorship called Vichy, and
contemporaneously a dissident alternative calling itself France Libre. Just a few

glimpses at certain points in French history underline the point.

As a kingdom under the Bourbons nobody was more glorious an autocrat in the
tradition of Divine Right than le Roi Soleil — Louis XIV. Versailles was erected as the
physical embodiment of absolute power. Then came the First and most significant
Revolution — 1789. The France of the Revolution was a completely different entity
from the France of the Bourbons. Not only was the traditional nobility exiled and
dispersed, the Royal Family executed, a Republic proclaimed, religion excoriated, and
an entire social and cultural system turned on its head but every little detail changed
too. The Tricolour replaced the Fleur de Lys, the Marseillaise became the new
anthem, the traditional weights and measures were replaced by the metric system, a
new calendar was introduced, God was replaced by the Supreme Being and the whole
lot was exported through military triumphs all over Europe. In other words the entire
French package was changed. You may not like the term, you may prefer to talk
about a new or reinvented nation or state, but if revolutionary France wasn’t a new

brand I don’t know what is.

Only a very few years later another rebranding operation took place. General
Bonaparte made himself Emperor. Empire was a concept entirely new and hitherto
entirely alien to France. France had been a kingdom and then briefly a republic but
France had never had an Emperor before. Napoleon crowned himself Emperor at his
own coronation although he brought the Pope from Rome just to be on hand. He
introduced new titles, rituals, uniforms, honours and decorations, not to speak of a
new legal and educational system. ‘Le Moniteur’ the Napoleonic newspaper was
managed by skilful spin doctors using all the most sophisticated techniques of the
day. In his rapidly assembled Empire he gave new names to a number of extremely
short-lived new countries some of which like Illyria and the Parthenopean Republic
sounded very pretty. He wished a number of his closest relatives and marshals as
rulers on various parts of Europe; the current Swedish royal family descends directly
from Napoleon’s Marshal Bernadotte. Under Napoleon, France wasn’t big enough,
the whole of Europe was rebranded. All this effort was commemorated and
memorialised by a number of artists and writers of whom Jacques-Louis David was

perhaps the most gifted.

And the rebranding of France has proceeded sporadically and often violently ever
since. Napoleon’s Empire gave way to the restored Bourbons, who were overthrown

and replaced by a bourgeois Monarchy, which was followed by a Second Republic



which turned itself into a Second Napoleonic Empire. In an attempt to recreate the
glory of his uncle, the first and incomparably greater figure, Napoleon III and the
Second Empire went down to humiliating defeat by Prussia in 1870. By the time the
Third Republic emerged from the ashes of the Second Empire, French politicians had
become the world’s specialists at branding and rebranding the nation.  The Third
Republic as Professor Eric Hobsbawm?® makes clear, wanted to make Republicanism
respectable, hence for example, the Bastille Day celebrations initiated in 1880 nearly

100 years after the Bastille fell.

The Third Republic collapsed in the defeat of 1940 and was replaced by Petain’s
Vichy. Under Vichy, France was rebranded yet again; the Republican slogan or as
branding people would put it strapline, ‘liberté, egalité, fraternité” was replaced with
‘travail, famille, patrie’. Although the Vichy regime is now regarded as a humiliating
and shameful period in French history, there is no doubt that it was one might say a
new brand with a powerful and for some time popular, political, cultural and social

ideology.

After Vichy came the Fourth Republic and then the Fifth, which is France’s current
political and cultural incarnation. Each time the reality has been modulated the
symbolism has changed with it. And each time France has presented a new version

of itself both internally and to the outside world.

Of course it’s true that there is continuity underneath the change. The French people
and France itself continue to demonstrate many traditional characteristics. Vichy for
example presented a face of France which had existed as a powerful minority point of
view throughout the life of the Third Republic, and still, unhappily, exists today.
Nevertheless the changes are not superficial or cosmetic or meaningless, they are real
and profound. The reason why nations continue both explicitly and sometimes
implicitly to shape and reshape their identities or if you prefer explicitly and implicitly
to rebrand themselves is because their reality changes and they need to project this
real change symbolically to all the audiences internal and external with whom they

relate.

I cite the example of France in detail both because so distinguished a commentator as
Michel Girard insists that France has never been rebranded, and because at least in
my judgement, of all the countries in the world, France is probably the one that has
been most influential in the branding and rebranding of other nations. But you can

make similar observations about almost but not quite every nation.



Dominic Lieven in his magnificent book ‘Empire® puts it superbly. “The
revolutionary nationalist doctrine of 1789 was both absolute and abstract. It
demanded a far higher level of commitment to the state than was the case in a
traditional monarchy...” In other words the new French republican state was much
more self-consciously a nation, much more self-aware, more aggressive and more
determined to create homogeneity — to create consistency and coherence — than any
nation ever had before. And as all of us in the branding business know, consistency

and coherence are what branding is all about.

Lieven goes on to talk about nascent German nationalism. “More important in the
long run were the nationalist doctrines developed at this time above all by German
Romantics. This put a heavy stress on ethnicity, and above all language, as the
essential defining elements in community identity... ethnic nationalism was
inherently populist: the true bearer of authentic national culture was a peasantry that
had retained its customs, folk music and languages.” This romantic, peasant
nationalism harking back to a mythical golden age is the second and equally

significant strain in national identity and national branding.

The combination of French revolutionary nationalism and folksy German
romanticism, Jacques-Louis David meets Caspar David Friedrich so to speak, was the
starting point for the self-conscious, self-aware nation which emerged throughout the
19" and 20" century. These new nations or brands usually carved out of old multi-
lingual, multi-national empires, or patched together from a variety of fragments ruled
by minor princelings used all the powers at their disposal to create a unitary state,
with a single or dominant language and a single or dominant religion. Sometimes
they invented or reconstructed national myths, like Finland’s Kalevalla, sometimes
they even invented a new language — like Israel’s modern Hebrew. They used
universal male military conscription and universal primary education to create a
feeling for national identity which could be shared by all those living inside the nation
and respected, admired, feared or at the very least acknowledged by its neighbours.
Whether they were very big and powerful like Bismarck’s Germany or very small and
quite insignificant like Montenegro they went through a recognisable process which
we could very easily compare and contrast with current commercial branding

techniques.

Bismarck’s newly unified Germany, created out of the French collapse of 1870, had
an Emperor, a Kaiser. The word Kaiser was deliberately chosen because it appeared
to hark back to Charlemagne, the Holy Roman Empire and the Caesars of Roman

antiquity. William I, the old, proud Hohenzollern King of Prussia who became under



Bismarck’s pressure the first Kaiser of the Second Reich, hated the title. He thought
it pretentious, bombastic and bogus. It was of course all of those things but it was
certainly symbolic of the new German brand. And his grandson William II, the one
who went to war in 1914 loved being a Kaiser. The newly invented country celebrated
a range of newly reinvented myths, folklore and traditions. Wagner’s celebration of
Teutonic myths and legends in his operas, supported by a panoply of other artists and
writers reinforced Germany’s industrial, economic and military power with a massive
cultural presence and helped to make Germany the most admired and by some the
most feared new brand of the 19™ century. Germany was emulated by Italy and
eventually by all the new nations in Central and Eastern Europe that emerged from
the ashes of the multi-national, multi-lingual Habsburg and Ottoman empires which

collapsed in 1918.

Ataturk’s branding operations in the defeated Ottoman Empire after the First World
War rivalled those of the first French Revolution in scope and scale; they involved a
new alphabet, new clothing, (all men had to wear smart western headgear or at least a
Turkish version of it) ethnic cleansing, a new name for the nation and new names for
all its inhabitants, and perhaps most importantly in view of recent developments, a

secular rather than a religious state.

The influences of the late 18" and early 19™ century nationalists can be felt right
through to today. After 1945, the collapse of the great European colonial empires
created a new wave of nations. Many of those gave themselves new names, Ceylon
became Sri Lanka, Gold Coast became Ghana, Southern Rhodesia became Zimbabwe
and its capital Salisbury, Harare. The Dutch East Indies became Indonesia. Its
capital Batavia was renamed Jakarta and its multiplicity of languages was replaced by
the newly coined Bahasa Indonesian. The former Belgian Congo became plain
Congo, then Zaire, then Congo again. Entirely new countries like Pakistan and
Bangladesh emerged from what had been the British Indian Empire. Bangladesh has
had three names in just over half a century; first it was part of India as East Bengal,
then it became East Pakistan and then Bangladesh. How about that for rebranding

the nation?

All of these new countries attempted to break away from their immediate colonial
past. In doing this many of them like their predecessors in 19™ century Europe
uncovered, discovered or invented a pre-colonial heritage; Zimbabwe was a semi-
mythical African empire located more or less where present day Zimbabwe lies. The
historical relationship between ancient Zimbabwe and contemporary Zimbabwe is

negligible, the emotional relationship, however, is close.



All this is an orthodoxy. All the historians and political scientists who have studied
the subject, Hobsbawm, Geller, Kedourie, Benedict Anderson, Dominic Lieven and
many others share more or less similar views. As nations emerge they create self
sustaining myths to build coherent identities. When political upheavals take place,
colonial masters are overthrown or a new regime emerges as in Eastern Europe in the

90’s of the last century, the nation reinvents itself.

We have to presume that Michel Girard and similar harsh critics of rebranding would
agree that nationalism and national identity have been the fundamental ideas which
fuelled the creation of nation states over the past two centuries. It seems then that it’s
not the ideas they argue about, so much as the words. Image and national identity are
fine but ‘brand’ sticks in the gullet. If instead of using the word ‘brand’ and other
corporate expressions like strap lines in this piece I had used words like identity,
national image, national identity and so on, no well educated person with any

historical knowledge would have raised an eyebrow.

So why is it perfectly OK to talk or write about the rise of nationalism and growth of
new nation states; the need for post colonial societies to invent a mythical past
through names of semi historical empires, or for nations like Indonesia even to
invent a new language but it suddenly becomes all wrong if these concepts are
associated with those that have been used by clever corporations and their brands for

many years?

Is it because the techniques used in corporations and nations seem to be converging?
Over the past few decades, some nations like Spain and Australia whose realities have
changed, have very carefully and deliberately adapted the techniques used by
corporations in marketing themselves and their products and services in order to help
them project a new or revised or in some way modified view of themselves. Spain
under Franco was an isolated, backward, poverty-stricken dictatorship. Today Spain
is a democracy, an active and lively member of the EU, with a decent standard of
living, some pretty good companies by world standards, and above all perhaps, Spain
makes a significant global cultural contribution. Should Spain have made a coherent
effort to project the new reality — to rebrand itself — or should it have allowed old and
entirely inappropriate prejudices to linger on? Spain chose to rebrand itself. So have
a number of other countries, whose reality has been out of line with the perceptions.
Only a few people would seriously argue that Spain should not have done this, or

even that it hasn’t worked.



Following the example of Spain, Ireland and elsewhere, many other nations whose
reality has dramatically changed because, for example, of the collapse of communism
are looking for ways of demonstrating their tourist potential, attracting inward
investment or developing brands both for home consumption and export. These
newly re-invented nations are competing both with each other and older established
entities in a very harsh and turbulent commercial environment. The nation that
makes itself the most attractive wins the prizes — others suffer. Scotland’s OK.
Although it’s a small country, it's been around for a long time; it has tartans, kilts,
Scotch whisky, the Highlands, ‘Braveheart’ and the Edinburgh Festival. Other
countries of a similar size say Slovakia or Slovenia are not so fortunate. How many
people know where they are or the significant differences between them? In order to
compete effectively on a world stage they need all the resources contemporary

branding techniques can offer.

Nothing new in all this. The problem seems to be not so much with what goes on but
with the words used to describe it. It appears, it's the word ‘brand’ that raises the

blood pressure.

It seems to me that there are three reasons why the word ‘brand’ acts like a red rag to

a bull to some people — snobbery, ignorance and semantics.

Snobbery because some so called intellectuals seem to think that business is a
contemptible and boring activity with no intellectual, cultural or social content, which
is solely dedicated to making profits and has no relevance to society as a whole. So
nations should not seem to be associated with any activities in which commerce is
engaged. Well, there’s no doubt that business is about making money. But to make
money business people have to exploit and attempt to manipulate human emotions
just like political leaders. Businesses have to create loyalties; loyalties of the
workforce, loyalties of suppliers, loyalties of the communities in which they operate,
loyalties of investors and loyalties of customers. In creating these loyalties they use
very similar techniques to those of nation builders. They create myths, special
languages, environments which reinforce loyalties, colours, symbols, and quasi
historical myths. They even have heroes. Richard Branson and his famous
informality, his heroic ballooning trips and his other self aggrandising activities, Jack
Welch the firm, tough, legendary hero of GE and Anita Roddick the staunch defender

of sustainable environments, to mention just three.

Many business leaders would like to be as ruthless as political leaders. Their problem

is that they don’t command the same resources. Unlike Robespierre, Kemal Ataturk



or Saddam Hussein, they can’t actually control what people wear, what they call the
days of the week or what the corporate alphabet looks like — they can’t execute people
either - T can think of plenty of business leaders who would do all of these things if
they could. They can fire people though, ‘downsizing’ is the jargon. I suppose you
could say Pol Pot ‘downsized’ Cambodia. When you look hard and clearly some of
the analogies are pretty close. It is silly snobbery to assume that they have nothing to
do with each other.

The second factor is ignorance. Most business people don’t know anything about the
history of the nation they were born and live in. Many are even shockingly ignorant
about the history of the organisation they work for. And unfortunately it’s also true
that most academics know nothing about how business works, so each side assumes
that the other lives in another and entirely foreign world — and there is no overlap or

relationship between them.

It’s this combination of snobbery and ignorance that is lethal. I'm not suggesting that
branding the nation is the same as branding a company — only that many of the
techniques are similar; that people are people whether they work in a company or live
in a nation and that means they can be motivated and inspired and manipulated in
the same way, using the same techniques. In fact although it’s dangerous to take the
analogies too far, branding businesses and nations do have a lot in common. This
will become especially true as service brands with their focus on staff and internal
communications become more significant. I have written at more length on this

topic elsewhere.*

However the underlying problem may be semantics. Words and what they seem to
mean. For so many commentators of whom Girard is typical, brand means labels on
washing powder; it means Finish, or maybe Body Shop or Virgin. It means cheap,
transient, crass, commercial trivia which are both superficial and insignificant; while
the nation is permanent, deeply significant and has huge emotional even spiritual
connotations. Well all of us who work with corporations and their brands understand
that fizzy drinks, trainers, mobile phones and other apparently insignificant and
entirely unmemorable trivia give real emotional and spiritual value to some lives.
Many brands help to create a sense of identity, of belonging just like the nation.
Michel Girard and other commentators may not like it, but that does not make it any

less true.

Anyway, whether they like it or not, they’d better get used to it because so far as I can

judge interest in branding the nation is rising very fast. Within the next decade or so



it will become, I believe, quite normal national practice. And then all the discussions

will be focussed around which country does it well and which badly.
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