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content populace, or sound economic or governance policies but because of the 
withdrawal of the merchant class, a potential check on government power, from 
political life after the crash of the pearling market. This withdrawal has created 
new political alliances “between the emir and the ruling family, whose political 
role has expanded, and between the emir and the national population, through 
social services and transfers” — and, finally, between the government and foreign 
allies. Crystal explains that the Gulf states only appear stable, “not because they 
are able to handle opposition, to co-opt and coerce, but because they have not yet 
faced the challenges that produce resistance.” The harmony between these dispa-
rate graphic and typographic images of the country might be similarly illusory.

The Baskerville type is an acknowledgment of Qatar’s Western allies, or inves-
tors, without whom the country’s identity would not be what it is today, and with-
out whom Qatar will not be the nation tomorrow that is being built by Qataris 
and their international partners for today. Yet there are residents of Qatar who 
are essential to the nation’s everyday operations but who are not included in 
the “imagined community” presumed by this logo. Laborers from India, Paki-
stan, Bangladesh, Nepal, Indonesia, and the Philippines make up the majority 
of the population of roughly nine hundred thousand, only 40 percent of whom 
are Qataris. These foreigners often earn substandard wages, are often subject 
to human rights abuses, and are usually denied citizenship. While wealthy out-
side others are incorporated in the national image — arguably, into the nation 

Figure 7  Promotional materials demonstrating Qatar’s harmonious mix of history and  
modernity, nature and culture. Tarek Atrissi Design, the Netherlands
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itself — these inside others are excluded. But of course it is not the “inside others” 
at whom a tourism campaign would be targeted.

Branding the Postnational

Many scholars argue that exclusion — not only in representations of the nation, 
as in this case, but in the very conception of the nation itself — is inevitable. 
According to Claus Bossen (2000: 129), “The ‘imagined community’ . . . of the 
nation is always constructed in a process of identification where a self is defined 
in contrast to external or internal others.” Still, it seems that there are limits to a 
nation’s sovereignty and the elasticity of its finite borders — both of which Bene-
dict Anderson (1991) identifies as defining characteristics of a nation. In Qatar’s 
case, these internal others are not separatists but laborers on whose backs this 
new Xanadu is rising. The nation thus “imagined” in the logo and in Qatar’s 
other nation-branding projects acknowledges an acceptable degree of otherness 
but excludes whatever clashes with its Palm Beach – on – the – Persian Gulf image. 
Nation-states “exercis[e] taxonomic control over difference,” Arjun Appadurai 
(1996: 39) notes, “by creating various kinds of international spectacle” — like the 
phantasmagoric architecture and stylized brands several Gulf states are manufac-
turing — “to domesticate difference.”

In the case of Qatar’s nation-branding campaign, we have a young state aim-
ing to define itself as an internally coherent entity (something distinct from the 
other nations of the Middle East) while acknowledging that that internal coher-
ence incorporates extensive external investment, which it hopes to maintain and 
build on, and also recognizing that the Arabic language, the Muslim religion, 
and oil (variables that define most Middle Eastern nations) are potent qualities 
defining Qataris’ identity. Atrissi and the QTA are branding the nation for nation-
als and, just as important, for those who are invested — and those whom Qatar 
wants to be invested — in its national identity, including its foreign investors, tour-
ists, and hundreds of thousands of temporary foreign residents. Qatar’s bilingual 
brand attempts to embrace the country’s demographic, cultural, and linguistic 
diversity — but only in “domesticated” form (Boyer 2001: 27; see also Rajago-
pal 1999). Instead of marginalizing chauvinism and promoting pacification, as 
van Ham (2001: 2) suggests, the brand marginalizes difference, masks inequity, 
and promotes depoliticization. What is ultimately branded is a corporation- 
nation seeking to appeal to a clearly defined set of stakeholders.

It does not matter how those stakeholders approach Atrissi’s graphic — whether 
they can or cannot read the Arabic script, whether they notice the false trans-
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lation, whether they resist the brand altogether — because the brand still does 
its job: the scripts offer the “warmth of cultural wholeness,” as anthropologist 
Dominic Boyer (2001: 27) calls it; they constitute what David Ogilvy called the 
“intangible sum” that creates a lasting impression of the nation of Qatar: fun and 
sun and Arabic “flavor” alongside rationality and modernization. It seems that 
one cannot “resist” this brand, because a failure to read, or a misreading, would be 
an equally valid form of reception; if nothing else, one can appreciate the brand 
aesthetically — or uncritically, distractedly, as a commodity. Yet ultimately we 
find that Qatar’s brand, like the nation’s leaders, fails to “fac[e] the challenges 
that produce resistance.” The brand’s stability, as well as Qatar’s political stability, 
as Crystal argues, is only tenuous. One must examine the consequences — eco-
nomic, political, ethical — of rendering invisible a foreign labor force that com-
prises 60 percent of a nation’s population, of “managing” diversity and inequality 
rather than tackling these social challenges politically. Zachary Lockman (1997: 
n.p.), who studies Middle Eastern labor issues, argues that “we need to . . . explore 
how various subordinate social groups accept or reject, in whole or in part, the 
forms of identity their social superiors seek to disseminate, forms that are, more-
over, always contested. This in turn implies that we cannot treat ‘ignorance,’ or 
‘collaboration,’ or even ‘resistance’ for that matter, as simple, transparent, uncom-
plicated categories.” How might those groups not “imagined” into this branded 
community ignore, collaborate, or resist not only the representation of national 
identity but also the material contradictions behind it?

As more places adopt the language and techniques of international market-
ing to sell themselves in a global economy, we might consider whether some 
nations — smaller, newer, more homogeneous ones — are better candidates for 
a brand than others. Partha Chatterjee (1998) emphasizes the value of examin-
ing the contradictions between national- and community-level — and, I would 
add, regional and global — affiliations in the age of globalization. Appadurai 
(1996: 170 – 71) argues that America, for instance, must begin to look at itself as 
a “node in a postnational network of diasporas” rather than as a “land of immi-
grants” — and must begin to ask questions similar to those that Lockman (1997: 
n.p.) proposes about “the whole problem of diversity,” about the contradictions 
between pluralism and immigration, between group and individual identities. 
Qatar needs to ask the same questions. We might also ask whether what countries 
are “branding” is something other than a “nation.” 

Appadurai (1996: 168, 177) proposes that a “postnational imaginary” — a 
new conception that, compared to the “multinational” or the “international,” is 
“more diverse, more fluid, more ad hoc, more provisional, less coherent, less orga-
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nized” — may overcome “the incapacity of the nation-state to tolerate diversity.” 
But the nation brand is not such a potentially liberating “imaginary,” since such 
commodity formulations are concerned more with seeking homogeneity than with 
accommodating diversity and transformation. In Qatar’s case, and undoubtedly in 
others, what is branded is a simulacrum of a nation, complete with imported, 
prefabricated universities, science parks, and cultural institutions. And for this 
simulated nation we have a simulated national typeface: one that is calculatedly 
cosmopolitan and selectively pluralistic. Qatar’s logo is made for global symbolic 
exchange, and it — like the Pearl and Doha’s other resorts, where the Indian work-
ers’ boot prints are swept away before opening day — is severed from the social 
character of its production. The digital typeface obsolesces, or “disappears,” the 
hand that once created the script, and the transformation of the script into an 
image — a smile or a boat, no less — has the potential to erase the social history 
of Arabic calligraphy. By reducing a script, a language, to a “taste,” a “motif,” we 
transform these political and aesthetic constructs into fetishes. By branding the 
nation, we erase it and put in its place a multinational corporation.
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