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and civilised, it nevertheless reinforces the West more than it does South 

Africa. South Africa’s worth Is being measured against Western norms61, 

South Africa is therefore added to the West in a way which reinforces the 

West and marginalises those forms of South African culture which are not 

Western. As Socialist Review (1994: p6) points out:

conceptual changes attempting to add the margin to the centre 

continue to valorise that centre and often end up ‘adding’ or 

‘including’ in ways that reinscribe rather than dismantle existing 

power relations,

Although guests at the other lunch are to be served “traditional South 

African fare”, Including umnggusho (a Xhosa speciality) they are 

nevertheless at the second luncheon, not the state luncheon; they are the 

'less Important guests’ who will not dine with President Mandela (rather 

they will be addressed by him on the Smuts lawn at 4.10pm) . It Is also 

Interesting to note that no mention of wine Is made In connection with the 

second luncheon which is significant, considering that it signifies 

elegance, sophistication and civility. Also, there Is no string quartet there 

to entertain them while they are lunching (or at least no mention is made

61 It should be noted that the West has been constructed as sophisticated and civilised 
and therefore It is Its cultural forms which have been represented as the objective 
Indicators of these values. Although 'good food and wine’ and 'string quartets' are 
localised/specific forms of what It means to be civilised, they have nevertheless been 
unlversallsed due to Western hegemony. That Is, Western cultural forms have become 
the ‘universal’ norm, even though there Is no objective way of determining whether they 
are ‘better’.



of one). On top of this, the general public (‘the people1, so to speak) are to 

be entertained, not by string quartets, but by local artists who play music 

of African/ Afro-American origin. Thus, although African cultural forms are 

mentioned they are only really done so In relation to 'the people’ and, to a 

lesser extent, to the ‘less important dignitaries'. Consequently, The Star 

constructs a hierarchy of civility within the New South Africa: at the top, 

Western cultural forms, and, as you go down, less Western. The Star 

therefore appears to privilege Western culture and Identity over African 

culture and identity.

10 MAY 1994

The international Community as National Symbol 

We Ye on top o f the world. This was The Star’s front page headline on 

the day of Mandela's inauguration (see Appendix D). It Is an Interesting 

headline in that it Incorporates a number of consensual strategies62 which 

encourage the reader to identify positively with the New South Africa, or, 

to be more specific, with The Star's particular construction of the New 

South Africa. The Star's construction of the New South Africa is not 

definitive, it is rather a specific or local form of what the New South Africa

68 A consensual strategy Is a discursive practice which fashions consensus around a 
particular proposition or, more specifically, around the values and beliefs contained within 
that proposition. Please note that I use the term strategy with a certain amount of 
reluctance as It Implies Intention, And, as I have mentioned earlier In this paper, we 
cannot assume intention,



85

means. However, the use of various consensual strategies creates the 

illusion that what Is specific Is actually general. That Is, it leads us to 

believe that consensus actually exists around The Star's notion of what 

the New South Africa means.

The adoption of a conversational style is the first consensual strategy 

taken up by the above headline. It helps to manufacture consensus via 

suggestions of Informality:

The reasons for adopting a conversational style have partly to do 

with the construction of an Illusion of Informality, familiarity, 

friendliness. But there Is a more Important ideological reason. The 

ideological function of conversation is to naturalise the terms In 

which reality Is represented, and the categories those terms 

represent. Conversation Implies co-operation, agreement, symmetry 

of power and knowledge between participants (contrast classroom 

discourse or textbook language). If you address someone in a 

conversational mode, you are assuming - unconsciously - 

agreement between the two of you concerning the basic reference 

points to which the conversation Is anchored. Conversation Implies a 

commonly held view of the world, a shared subjective reality that Is 

taken for granted and does not have to be proved. (Fowler, 1991: 

p57)



And, as Berger and Luckmann (1976: p1?2ff) suggest, it is this 'taken for 

grantedness' which is the most significant function of conversational style:

The most Important vehicle of reality-malntenance Is conversation. 

One may view the Individual's everyday life In terms of the working 

away of a conversational apparatus that ongolngly maintains, 

modifies and reconstructs his subjective reality.... It is Important to 

stress, however, that the greater part of reality-malntenance In 

conversation is implicit, not explicit. Most conversation does not in so 

many words define the nature of the world. Rather, It takes place 

against the background of a world that is silently taken for granted....

An important aspect of conversational style is the oral mode. This Is 

important because It serves to narrow the discursive gap that exists 

between print and speech. Print, as Fowler (1991: p59) points out, 

connotes "formality and authority" while speech connotes "Informality and 

solidarity". Thus, In order to create the Illusion of speech within print and 

therefore a sense of Informality and solidarity (thereby narrowing the 

discursive gap), the oral mode Is usually adopted.

There are a number of devices which signal the oral mode (see Fowler, 

1991: pp62-65), However, for the purposes of our analysis I will only 

highlight three. Firstly, the use of informal or colloquial vocabulary: "Slang, 

Idioms, clichbs, proverbs and catch-words are all used to cue the illusion 

of oral mode" (Fowler, 1991: p63). Secondly, the use oi syntactic



contractions such as 'ha'll', 'shouldn’t', etc. And, thirdly, Indicators of 

person: "chiefly the personal pronouns, especially the ones which refer to 

speaker and addressee either separately T and 'you' - or 'together' - one 

of the two meanings of 'we', the 'Inclusive "w e"'" (Fowler, 1991: p63).

Now if we return to the headline: We’re on top  o f ths world, we can 

identify all of these cues of orallty. 'On top of the world', being an Idiomatic 

expression for happiness, satisfies the first cue. 'We're' satisfies the 

second and third cues: It is both a syntactic contraction (of we and are) 

and an Indicator of person (the inclusive we). Consequently, the register 

of the headline Is colloquial and Informal, which, as discussed above, is 

useful In manufacturing consensus,

The use of 'we’re' In the headline, as opposed to other Indicators of 

person such as Tm’ or 'you’re', is also useful because It constructs 

consensus in another way. That Is, by creating homogeneity out of 

difference. Fowler (1991: p49), using Britain as his reference point, 

elaborates:

Consensus assumes that, for a given grouping of people, It Is a 

matter of fact that the Interests of the whole population are 

undivided, held In common; and that the whole population 

acknowledges this 'fact' by subscribing to a certain set of beliefs: 

everyone agrees that p and that q and that r. The pronoun 'we' In the 

media , as in the mouths of politicians (’our economic recovery', 'our



health system', 'our nuclear deterrent'), generally refers to that 

English grouping; but the consensual Image Is taken through a 

variable lens, and 'we' sometimes narrows to southern England, 

sometimes broadens to refer to 'Britain and America' or 'Europe' or 

'the west'. Sometimes the referents of 'we' are collected in moral or 

social, rather than geographical/political terms..,. 'Consensus' 

assumes, and In times of crisis actually affirms, that within the group, 

there Is no difference or disunity In the Interests and values of any of 

the population, or of any institution."

The 'we' In the headline refers to the national 'we'. Although it could 

possibly refer to the institutional 'we' of the newspaper, or a 'we' more 

limited or broader than the national 'we' this Is obviously not the case, 

given the context in which It Is used. The sub-headline: "SA becomes a 

beacon of hope as President Mandela takes oath of office", makes this 

clear.

The effect of these strategies within the headline is to promote 

Identification with the sentiments expressed by the headline, 'On top of the 

world', as already discussed, suggests extreme happiness, Yet, who Is 

extremely happy? 'We' are. That Is, the national 'we'. Consequently, we 

(as South Africans) are ecstatic. And, since the 'we' is a national 'we', It Is 

Implied that the whole population feels the same way. Yet, what are we 

ecstatic at? The realisation that we are a new nation, with a new 

president. This Is Implied by the context of the article, as summarised by



the sub-headline: "SA becomes a beacon of hope as President Mandela 

takes oath of office". The headline thus 'reads' something like this: The 

whole of South Africa is united in the rejoicing of Its new nationess.

Added to this, the conversational style of the headline encourages us to 

agree with the Ideas expressed therein. To borrow from Bergor and 

Luckmann (1976: pp 172ff), the reality-malntenance function of 

conversation means we take it for granted that: 1) there Is great Joy In the 

realisation of the New South Africa, and; 2) we, as a nation, share In that 

Joy.

Consequently, we are able to Imagine ourselves tied to the national 

community that is the New South Africa via this simultaneous, yet 

anonymous, activity of rejoicing, It is simultaneous because we Imagine it 

to be so; we Imagine the rest of the nation to also be rejoicing at the same 

time (as Indicated by we're). And, although we will never actually know 

most of our fellow countrymen/women (thus it is an anonymous activity), 

we are nevertheless assured of their existence by the mere suggestion of 

our simultaneous activity (Anderson, 1983). To paraphrase Anderson 

(1983: p15), the Image of our communion lives In our minds.

Although It refers to our collective joy at being a new nation, We're on 

top o f the world, also has another possible meaning which refers to 

South Africa's new status as an elite nation, Here, the construction of the 

New South Africa's position relative to the rest of the world, as first



suggested by the title of the previous day's feature article ("The world at 

his feet"), Is built upon. Indeed, the Imagery created by this headline is 

remarkably similar to that suggested by "The world at his feet", reinforcing 

the general Idea that the New South Africa, unlike the old one, Is now one 

of the world's great nations. South Africa Is represented as a nation that 

now enjoys great standing In the International community.

This notion of International approval is an Important symbol In the 

mythology of the New South Africa, It has become the benchmark against 

which South Africa measures Its value as a nation and, in so doing, It 

positions Itself In binary opposition to the old South Africa, Acceptance 

Into the International community (of nations) affirms the New South Africa 

while simultaneously negating the old South Africa.

This Idea Is further emphasised by a discursive strategy of juxtaposition, 

Take the following extract from The Star's lead story of that day as an 

example:

It Is the climax of an Incredible fortnight which has seen South Africa 

transformed from a violence-ridden nation In turmoil - and an 

international pariah - to what the world perceives as a beacon of 

race reconciliation, (my emphases)

In this extract, International approval of the New South Africa Is 

juxtaposed with international disapproval of the old South Africa, thereby
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throwing the former into sharp relief. The international disapproval of the 

old South Africa Is constructed in negative terms ('pariah', as opposed to 

the more neutral 'isolation'), while the international approval of the New 

South Africa is constructed in positive terms. The use of 'beacon', 

suggesting a shining light (or even a lighthouse), connotes that the New 

South Africa is a point of reference for the international community, that It 

Is showing the world where to go.

It Is also Interesting to note that the new South Africa is not now merely 

constructed as a non-pariah, as a 'normal, ordinal . v yday' member of 

the international community. Rather, it Is represer .ad as a leader in the 

International community in its own rig^: 't Is not just accepted, it is also 

admired, acclaimed and applauded.

The main picture on the front page supports this idea of South Africa 

being applauded. Although, it Is a picture related to the previous days 

events in Cape Town, it shows Mandela and his two deputies, Mbeki and 

de Klerk, outside Parliament (where the new 400 member National 

assembly had just before gathered to choose Mandeia as the new 

President) waving and acknowledging the crowds that had gathered there. 

However, when juxtaposed with the theme of International approval 

(outlined above and below) the picture takes on a slightly different 

meaning. In this context, it appears as If Mandela in particular (as the 

central focus of the picture) and his deputies (who flank him) are 

acknowledging the applause/approval of the international community,



rather than the Cape Town crowd. The picture’s caption which reads; 

"Waves ... President Mandela, flanked by his deputies Thabo Mbekl and 

FW de Klerk, outside parliament yesterday" does little to disrupt this 

illusion either. It does not tell us who they are waving at, and therefore 

acknowledging. The objects (or recipients) of the waving are not clearly 

identified, thereby facilitating the suggestion that they are indeed 

acknowledging International approval.

This sense of approval Is further captured by pictures (running across the 

top of the front page just below The Star’s masthead) of a special series 

of South African stamps which were released by the Post Office to 

commemorate the inauguration. Featuring, from left to right, a 95 cent 

stamp depicting the new national flag, a R1,15 stamp of the Union 

Buildings, a 70 cents stamp of the first stanzas of the two national 

anthems (Nkosi Sikele!' iAfrika and Die Stem) and a 45 cents stamp of 

President Mandela, the pictures are captioned "Seal of approval". 'Seal', 

apart from being a play on the Afrikaans word 'seel' (pronounced the 

same) which means postage stamp, also suggests that such approval Is 

official, that It is authentic and confirmed. And, added to this, the fact that 

stamps am used to send letters all over the world reinforces the link 

between approval and the international community.

The positive value of international approval, as opposed to the negative 

value of international pariah, therefore serves as a powerful validator of
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the New South Africa63, It therefore leaves the reader in little doubt as to 

the desirability of the New South Africa.

11 MAY 1994 

In God’s Country

The day following the inauguration of Nelson Mandela as president of 

South Africa saw The Star lead with a front page headline entitled The 

rainbow covenant. A larger than normal photograph, occupying the 

whole width of the front page and about a third of its length, sits 

underneath the headline (see Appendix E). The size of the photograph, 

together with Its wide-angled perspective, immediately signals trie 

importance and grandeur of the event. Foregrounded at the bottom of the 

photograph are thousands of people who had gathered on the Union 

Building lawns the previous day to watch the Inauguration, Just beyond 

them, occupying the middle-ground, is a large stage (for the Many 

Cultures - One Nation concert), a glant-screen TV, marquees, and 

stepped gardens leading up to the Union Buildings themselves which are 

backgrounded at the top of the picture,

03 However, It should also be pointed out that international approval Is Just one part of the 
system of blnarlty which operates to positively reinforce the New South Africa. As a 
cursory examination of The Star's front page (10 May 1994) reveals, a number of other 
binary values are similarly mobilised, For example; "a beacon of race reconciliation" vs. 
"a violence-ridden nation In turmoil"; hope/optlmlsm/confldence vs. pessimism; national 
unity vs. division.



Although the people are foregrounded in the photograph, they are not Its 

main focus. Rather, the Union Buildings, and In particular the 

amphitheatre, are its focus, despite the fact that they appear in the 

background. Although semiotic convention usually dictates that that which 

Is foregrounded is more important, and that that which Is backgrounded is 

less important, this is not always necessarily the case. After all, a primary 

rule of semiotics is that different elements of a text, including visual texts, 

cannot be analysed in Isolation. They must rather always be analysed in 

relation to other elements of that text. Put another way, the elements of a 

text should always be placed In context (Hodge and Kress, 1988; 

Williams, 1991;). As Hodge and Kress (1988: pp52-59) point out, this Is 

certainly the case with the spatial dimensions of texts. They argue that 

physical relationships in space are important signiflers of social meanings. 

However, they suggest that In spite of their apparently straightforward 

form they are often "surprisingly complex, ambiguous and open to a 

variety of other determinations" (Hodge and Kress, 1988: p52). 

Consequently, we continually have to be aware that spatial codes are 

"normally supplemented by a whole set of other signiflers which are 

understood as transformations of physical distance, and which act as 

comments on the Implied meaning of the physical space" (Hodge and 

Kress, 1988: p55). So, what are the other elements (signiflers) of this 

photograph which modify the conventional meanings associated with 

foreground and background?



There Is little doubt that the crowd is an important element of the 

photograph. Not only are they foregrounded but they are also framed by 

rows of trees on either side and by the stage in the mid-ground of the 

photograph64. However, while the rows of trees do highlight the crowd, 

they also serve another important function in this particu .r text. Due to 

the perspective of the photograph (the closer things are the bigger they 

appear, the further away they are the smaller they appear) the two rows of 

trees, while they are parallel in reality, begin to converge in the 

photograph. That Is, the distance between them narrows the further they 

get from the camera. As a result, the Impression is created that the rows 

of trees are pointing towards the amphitheatre of the Union Buildings. In 

fact, if we were to draw an Imaginary line through each row of trees and 

then extend them we would see that they would roughly meet in the 

amphitheatre, just above the podium, where the New South African flag is 

flying.

This focus on the amphitheatre is further enhanced by other textual cues. 

The symmetry of the picture helps to frame the amphitheatre. In particular, 

the two 'steeples' of the Union Buildings, the trees in the mid-ground and, 

also, the two large structures, presumably housing speakers and lights, on 

either side of the stage. In addition, the stepped Union gardens as well as 

the stage serve to frame the amphitheatre at the bottom. The trees 

Immediately behind the stage further highlight the amphitheatre by 

pointing upwards towards It. Consequently, our attention Is focused on the

64 Framing Is Important In that It draws our attention to that which Is framed,



amphitheatre65, the actual site of the inauguration ceremony, the symbolic 

b'lhplace of the new nation. And, by being the most Important element In 

the picture its symbolic significance is enhanced.

The large crowd in the foreground of the photograph signifies the people 

of the nation, the 'ordinary' citizens, the national public. The fact that they 

are close together has Important Implications for our understanding of 

their relations of solidarity (see Hodge and Kress, 1988: pp52-53). The 

distance between different elements in a text constitute a proxemlc code66 

which carry a set of social meanings along with It. Closeness, as might be 

expected, connotes solidarity, love and intimacy, while non-closeness 

usually connotes Indifference and alienation. The photograph therefore 

suggests solidarity and unity. It Is Implied that the people of the New 

South Africa are united, that they are one nation,

However, as Hodge and Kress (1988: pp52-53) point out, such codes are 

not always straightforward. Often they are ambiguous:

06 Although It could be argued that It Is the architecture and landscaping of the Union 
Buildings themselves which create this symmetry and therefore It Is disingenuous for us 
to make the claim that it Is the photograph-as-text which constructs these meanings, It 
should be pointed out that this Is not necessarily the case, After all, hod the picture been 
taken from a different angle the symmetry of the scene would be absent. The framing of 
the particular elements of the photograph, outlined above, would therefore also not have 
been possible. At least not In the same way,

60 Derived from 'proximity', the term 'proxernlcs' was Initiated by Edward Hall (1966) to 
refer to the different social meanings attributed to various spatial relationships by different 
cultures.



Closeness... signifies a strong relationship which can be either 

positive (love, intimacy) or negative (aggression, hostility). 

Closeness, on Its own, thus carries a contradiction, it is a strongly 

ambiguous sign which is only disambiguated If there are other 

reasons or signs which control Interpretation.

One of the signs which can aid us In disambiguating the proxemlc code is 

the vertlcallc code.. As mentioned earlier, vertlcalic codes signify relations 

of power and thus, which when combined with proxemlc codes, they help 

to clarify meaning. Hodge and Kress (1988: p53) elaborate:

proxemlc codes, with their meanings about presence or absence of 

solidarity, cannot be taken In Isolation, since relations of solidarity 

are Intermixed with relations of power in any social formation, and 

these are commonly signalled through the dimension up-down (or 

higher-lower). The two axes of space act together to create 

ideological meanings.

Since the people In the photograph occupy the same vertical plane their 

closeness can be disambiguated and Interpreted in its positive sense. This 

positive Interpretation Is further encouraged by the symmetry of the 

picture (discussed above) which suggests order. It Is therefore implied 

that South Africans are united, that they are In solidarity with one another 

and share a communal love, Occupation of the same vertical plane also



Implies a relationship of equality. Thus, not only are the people united, 

they are also equal.

The spatial codes which govern the meaning of the relationship between 

the crowd and the Union Buildings are quite different from those that 

define the relationship between the people themselves. Although the 

distance between the crowd and the buildings does not appear that great, 

relative to the distance between other elements of the photograph, It is. 

The proxemic code Is therefore one of distance (as opposed to closeness) 

which on its own suggests indifference or alienation. However, as 

suggested earlier, proxemic codes need to be analysed In conjunction 

with other textual signs In order to narrow Its meaning. The verticallc code 

appears to support this Interpretation as It suggests a relationship of 

Inequality (the Union Buildings are higher than the crowd). However, as 

the picture Is taken from a position associated with the crowd - looking up 

at the buildings - and not from a position associated with the buildings - 

looking down on the crowd, a more positive Interpretation of the 

relationship Is encouraged. Looking up, with its connoted meaning of 

respect, rather than looking down, with Its suggestion of paironisatlon and 

condescension, thus becomes the preferred reading (Barrat, 1986: pp114- 

116), Consequently, if anything, the verticallc code actually modifies the 

proxemic code. The national public are therefore constructed as being In
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respect and awe of what the Union Buildings represent, namely the 

birthplace of the New South Africa67,

The proxemlc code of distance Is further modified by the presence of the 

blg-screen TV, situated Immediately In front of the crowd, showing live 

pictures of the Inauguration ceremony Itself. As a result, the space 

between the crowds and the Union Bulldings/the inauguration Is 

simultaneously distant and close. The fact that the live pictures on the TV 

are clearly visible In the photograph makes this reading possible. This has 

the effect of modifying the proxemlc code of Indifference and alienation 

that Is usually associated with non-closeness. The crowd Is close to the 

Inauguration via the TV. Consequently, It is suggested that they feel an 

Intense solidarity with the Inauguration and therefore are intimately 

attached to the New South Africa. In addition, the fact that the TV is higher 

than the crowd reinforces the vertlcallo code of respect and esteem which 

Is already present.

Another Interesting aspect of this photograph is the strong sense of 

spirituality and religiosity which It Invoices. As already mentioned, the 

picture Is taken from a position associated with the crowd. Yet, it Is 

obviously not shot from within the crowd. Instead, It Is taken from an 

elevated position, looking over the crowd up towards the Union Buildings. 

We, as the readers/viewers of the photograph, are therefore positioned

67 Although the crowd might be In awe of the Union Buildings themselves (its size and 
beauty, for example) this Is an unlikely reading. It Is more likely that they are In awe of 
what It signifies.
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above the crowd while still being of the crowd, We are Invited into the 

photograph as part of the crowd, as fellow-mombers of the new nation, 

Yet, at the same time we are above the crowd. This has the effect of 

creating a sense of elation. It Is almost as If we (and the crowd, as fellow- 

members of the nation) are elated at this experience, at this communal 

sharing of nationess (thereby building on the theme developed by The 

Star's headline of the previous day: We’re on top o f the world). Indeed, 

there is also a suggestion of an out-of-body experience which connotes 

that It is a deeply spiritual, and even religious, event.

The religiosity and spirituality of the event Is strengthened by a number of 

other elements In the photograph. The brightness of the sky at the top of 

the photograph suggests a halo while the steeples of the Union Buildings, 

together with the trees In the mid-ground of the picture, all point to the 

heavens, hinting at the presence of God. The implication therefore is that 

the nation Is ordained by God, an Idea that is reinforced by the main 

headline. Once again, it should be pointed out that such a constitution Is 

most probably unintentional. It Is Improbable that the photographer took 

the photograph with the Intention of creating such a meaning, 

Nevertheless, the meaning exists and as I will now show it Is 

supplemented by the headline,

Although short, The ra inbow covenant is a wonderful headline, bursting 

with symbolism, There are two main Ideas Incorporated In the headline,



The first is that of the rainbow, an intertextual reference68 to ’the rainbow 

nation', a metaphor at the core of the mythology of the New South Africa. 

The rainbow Is supposedly a symbol of that which Is the New South 

Africa69. It represents the myth of our 'unity In diversity' and the supposed 

promise and harmony of our multi-racial society after the darkness and 

the storm of the past. It expresses the Idea that the coming together of 

different colours creates great beauty. Furthermore, such beauty Is not 

man-made, It Is natural and/or God-made. And, the promise of the New 

South Africa Is Implied with an associated metaphor, namely 'the pot of 

gold at the end of the rainbow'. The myth of the rainbow nation Is 

therefore an anti-narrative70 of Apartheid Ideology. It turns the apartheid 

notion that the coming together of different colours is no1 desirable and 

definitely not natural on Its head. Similarly, by constructing multi-racialism 

as natural and/or God-made, It highlights the man-made/ socially 

engineered character of apartheid and therefore constructs it as 

unnatural. And, as I will show shortly, this antl-apartheld-narratlve nature 

of the rainbow paradigm serves an extremely important symbolic function 

when combined with the second main Idea of the headline.

00 Intertextuallty Is an Important and extremely useful discursive strategy for It summons 
up a certain paradigm, and the whole set of values and Ideas associated with It, In an 
economical way (Fowler, 1991: p118).

00 As Archbishop Desmond Tutu (1994) Is quoted In the beginning of his book, T/ie 
Rainbow People of Qod, "and you remember the rainbow In the Bible Is the sign of 
Peace. The rainbow Is the sign of prosperity,"

70 For an elaboration of antl-narratlve see Williams, 1991.
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The second Idea encapsulated by the headline, that of a covenant, Is also 

significant for The Star's construction of the New South Africa. Although a 

covenant essentially means an agreement or promise, it is frequently 

endowed with a more symbolic significance, often referring to a special 

contract with God. This latter understanding is particularly apparent In 

nationalist myth, as evidenced by the cases of Jewish and Afrikaner 

nationalism. It Is offered by nationalists as proof of their nation's status as 

'chosen'.

The rainbow covenant therefore suggests that we, as the rainbow 

nation, have a special relationship with God and are therefore somehow 

'chosen'71. Furthermore, the antl-apartheld-narrative connoted by the 

rainbow nation functions to reconstruct South African national Identity In 

broader, more inclusive terms.

In the context of South African history the Idea of a covenant was 

associated exclusively with Afrikaner nationalism72. However, the use of 

rainbow, as an antl-narratlve of apartheid (and therefore, by Implication, of

71 This Idea Is also strongly captured In the title of Archbishop Desmond Tutu's book: 
The Rainbow People of God.

72 Indeed, at the core of Afrikaner nationalism lay the myth that the Afrikaners entered 
Into a covenant with God at the Battle of Blood River which enabled them to defeat the 
Zulus. This victory was then mobilised symbolically as proof that they Indeed were 
chosen by God to occupy the promised land that was South Africa (see Adam and 
Glllomee, 1979; and Moodle, 1975). Consequently, South Africa was soon as belonging 
to the Afrikaners, The fact that this supposed covenant with God was commemorated as 
a 'national' public holiday (Geloftedag or Day of the CovenanWow) Indicates the extent 
to which South African Identity was limited to white and particularly Afrikaner Identity.



an exclusive white, Afrikaner-based South African nationalism) thus 

functions to reappropriate the idea of a national covenant with God, so 

that this time the covenant is with all of South Africa's people. Thus, all 

South Africans are seen as God's (specially) chosen people.

Consequently, the photograph and headline function together to construct 

the idea that the Inauguration, and therefore the New South Africa, are 

blessed by God, Yet, more than just being blessed by God, the New 

South Africa is constructed as chosen by God. Thus, it Is suggested that 

all of us, black and white (as Implied by 'rainbow'), share a common 

destiny, It allows us to Imagine ourselves as members of the same 

nation, linked to each other via a 'community of destiny' (Smith, 1986 : 

p175).

CONCLUSION

From The Star's coverage of the presidential inauguration we can see that 

Its construction of the New South Africa revolves around two main 

symbols, namely God and the International community, They are 

mobilised In ways which give religious and International sanction to the 

New South Africa. They are therefore significant in that they validate the 

New South Africa. They give it a wider legitimacy and as such tl ,ay can be 

seen as legitlmatory symbols,
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Indeed, Insofar as the New South Africa Is constructed as ‘God-approved’ 

(as being chosen by God and existing in God's presence) such legitimacy 

is invested In the ultimate authority. That is, the legitimacy (and the 

importance) of the New South Africa is given to be indisputable.

As In the Sowetan, The Star also mobilises the international community as 

an external and ‘objective’ validator of the New South Africa. However, In 

The Star the Idea of the international community and international 

approval Is mobilised to a much greater degree, so much so that It 

becomes the benchmark against which the New South Africa Is 

measured.

Both of these constructions are significant when we consider the identity 

and readership of The Star.

Unlike the Sowetan, The Star's readership Is largely white. And, since this 

sector of the South African population is likely to have been apprehensive 

about the arrival of the New South Africa (fearing that they might be 

adversely affected, that their standards of living might drop and their 

‘Western values' compromised), the mobilisation of these legitimatory 

symbols is significant.

Firstly, If the New South Africa Is given the ultimate approval (God), then It 

can be expected that white apprehensions will be calmed. Similarly, the



- /

105

extent to which international approval is mobilised by The Star (relative to 

the Sowetan), is also likely to have a similar effect.

Secondly, if the international community Is used as the norm then, as 

Socialist Review (1995) points out, it affirms the West (given that the 

International community is dominated by the West and that Western 

norms have become hegemonic In the international community). 

Consequently, it allays or contains white apprehensions and fears that 

they might lose their Western Identity In the face of majority rule (which 

the New South Africa represents). It therefore reassures them that they 

will not be excluded in the new dispensation.

International approval is also an important motivator for white South 

Africans given the fact that although they may have benefited under 

apartheid they were nevertheless ostracised and seen as ‘baddies’. 

International approval signifies that they are no longer ‘the baddies’. And, 

therefore, as long as they buy into the New South Africa their 

psychological needs (particularly the need for self-esteem) are catered 

for73.

The Star also constructs the New South Africa In terms of a rainbow 

nationalism. This too functions to alleviate white fears about the New

73 The symbol of the International community Is also significant when we consider the 
Identity or 'position' of The Star. That Is, a white, liberal newspaper, By stressing the link 
between the New South Africa and the International community, The Storsends out a 
message that accords with neo-liberalism, or at least makes the Idea of economic 
nationalism seem Inappropriate.
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South Africa. It suggests that the New South Africa Is a nation where all 

of its people's Identities are celebrated (as suggested by the Image of the 

rainbow) and therefore that no one need feel excluded. And, the fact that 

this rainbow nation is constructed as being sanctioned by God suggests 

that different races co-existing in a unitary state Is natural. It implies that 

all of South Africa's people share a common destiny.



Conclusion

The aim of this chapter Is to examine the Implications of this study's 

findings for our understanding of nationalism and national Identity.

Using the Inauguration as a symbolic Indicator of the New South Africa, 

this study has found that The Star and Sowetan construct the New South 

Africa along different lines. That Is, although they both look at the same 

evrint, they choose to report or highlight different aspects of It. This In turn 

has Important Implications for the ways In which their respective readers 

are encouraged to Imagine the New South Africa.

As we have seen, the Sowetan constructs the New South Africa In a way 

which privileges African Identity, It encourages the reader to think about or 

Imagine the New South Africa as essentially African. Thus, rather than 

accommodating difference, the Sowetan negates It. The Sowetan's 

construction therefore represents a specific or local form of New South 

African national Identity. That Is, It does not apply to all those who claim to 

be South African,



The Star, on the other hand, constructs the New South Africa in much 

broader, more universal terms than the Sowetan. Yet paradoxically, as 

this thesis has attempted to show, this broado' , ,ss specific1 con "'in  

Is nevertheless still specific. This Is true not o ny  because it ’ ■

The Star, but also because it privileges a specific sector Sou" 

African population. On one level, The Star associates the i 

Africa with a rainbow nationalism, yet on another level it privileges 

Western identity. Thus, although It claims to Include all South Africans, 

The S/ar actually excludes or marginalises those who are not Western ’in 

character1. While It appears to accommodate difference, it too ultimately 

negates It.

These findings reveal that there is no single, coherent construction of the 

New South Africa. Rather, there are different constructions which are 

specific In nature and defined by the respective histories of The Star and 

Sowetan. It therefore leads us to conclude that there Is no consensus as 

to what the New South Africa means, or what It Is, how it Is constituted, 

and so on.

While It Is conceded that The Star and Sowetan both construct the New 

South Africa In ways which are likely to encourage their respective 

readers to Identify with the New South Africa, thus ultimately contributing 

to the promotion of the New South Africa, they nevertheless differ in the 

content they give to the Idea of the New South Africa. That Is, although 

they both promote the New South Africa, the ways In which they construct
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the Idea of the New South Africa differs, The idea of the New South Africa 

is therefore neither given nor fixed and stable.

Furthermore, as I have suggested, these particular constructions, while 

they might reflect the relative positions of The Star and Sowetan and 

those of their respective readers, are not necessarily Intentional. The point 

is that language or communication is never neutral, It always encodes an 

Ideological position or point of view.

Communication is dependent on signs to work, and signs have social 

meaning. However, communication also involves choice. We choose one 

sign rather than another to denote the same referent and we then choose 

how to put these choices together. However, the reasons for choosing 

one set of signs over another may vary from situation to situation. 

Therefore, even though they may signify a particular meaning, we cannot 

assume that the motive for choosing a set of signs corresponds with the 

meaning produced, The New South Africa relies on signs for its 

construction, And, therefore, it is possible that it can exist outside of 

Intentionallty and motive.

Both of these points have important Implications for our understanding of 

nationalism In general, and Indeed for any socially constructed Identity. 

Firstly, it means that we can no longer treat nationalism and national 

Identity as coherent and unified, Instead, It suggests that we should view 

them as being constituted by specificity and difference.



And, secondly, It questions the view that national Identities are 

Intentionally constructed in the ways they are In order to serve particular 

Interests. And, although these constructions may Indeed reflect the 

Interests and positions of certain social actors, It does not mean that such 

constructions are necessarily Intentional. Nations and nationalism depend 

on signs for their construction and reconstruction. And, since signification 

occurs outside of both motive and Intention, It suggests that we should 

perhaps pay more attention to the unintentional aspects of nationalism.
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