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Suriname: Nation Building and Nation Branding

Chapter 7

Suriname

Nation Building and Nation Branding in a 
Postcolonial State, 1945–2015

Rosemarijn Hoefte

Our cultural diversity and how we live and work together peacefully, 
regardless of religion or ethnic roots, can be a model for the world.

—Desiré Delano Bouterse

These words by Surinamese president Desiré (Desi) Delano 
Bouterse cherish the country’s diversity as a source of pride and as 
an example for the entire world. It is the cornerstone of Suriname’s 
image that is projected both at home (internal marketing) and 
abroad (external marketing). Suriname is a case study showing how 
processes of nation building and nation branding can be interwo-
ven. It took the country more than half a century to come to grips 
with its multicultural society, to address the question of how it 
sees itself, and to find a way to present the nation to its citizens at 
home and abroad.1 Suriname is one of the countries that only make 
the news when disaster strikes. It is an unknown quantity, except 
in the Netherlands, its former colonizer, and it is a small country 
trying to find a space in a crowded field. Since 2000, Suriname has 
made attempts to change this by trying to put itself on the map as 
a dynamic, multicultural country welcoming trade, foreign invest-
ment, and tourists, while mitigating its complex, heterogeneous 
sociocultural and political identity. 

I view nation branding as a “set of discourses and practices 
located at the intersection of the economy, culture, and politics.”2 

Notes for this section begin on page 189.
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Referring to the term in 1996, Simon Anholt, stated that “brand has 
become the dominant genre by which the nation is expressed.”3 
Of course, nations have long branded themselves through—often 
rather meaningless—symbols such as flags or anthems, but the use 
of commercial branding techniques to reach international audiences 
is new.4 In the words of Sue Curry Jansen, nation branding transforms 
civic space into a commercial space.5 The state uses nation branding 
to introduce itself or to enhance its positioning within the global 
economy by creating a recognizable image. The state hires branding 
experts to advise on how to create and sell this image at home and 
abroad. They use extant images, products, and places to sculpt a 
coherent brand, which is disseminated through strategic marketing 
campaigns. The goal is to (re)shape the image of the country and to 
transfer the brand to the country’s products in order to (re)charge 
the economy by attracting foreign visitors and investors, promoting 
trade, and establishing or enhancing the country’s profile in regional 
or international organizations.6 Equally important, branding also 
addresses the domestic population: it is a tool to mobilize pride 
in the nation and its accomplishments.7 In other words, emotions 
are tied to the commercial enterprise of selling the nation. It almost 
goes without saying that in such campaigns a positive image is of 
paramount importance. Conflict or dissenting opinions are not part 
of the package that is presented to the world.8 In short, nation brand-
ing is a commercial tool, but also an expression of symbolic power in 
the ideological quest to build a nation.

It is not my intention to analyze the marketing effectiveness of 
nation branding campaigns. My focus is rather on how nation brand-
ing serves as a vehicle to (re)define the nation and national belonging 
in a postcolonial society in the twenty-first century. I follow Melissa 
Aronczyk in viewing nation branding as a “logical extension” of the 
ways in which national identity is constructed and communicated.9 
In recently independent countries, nation building is often a complex 
and ongoing process, and this is even more intricate when different 
population groups, cultures, religions, and languages are involved. 
In a constructed society such as Suriname, rhetoric, (invented) 
traditions, micro myths, images, rituals, and symbols are crucial 
elements to involve the country’s inhabitants more deeply in order 
to legitimize and perpetuate the nation.10 My interest is in showing 
how in Suriname nation building and nation branding intersect in a 
globalizing world. 

I use two case studies—the most recent campaigns by the Tourism 
Foundation Suriname and the 2015 We Are Suriname campaign by the 
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Ministry of Foreign Affairs—to analyze which elements of Suriname’s 
culture, nature and natural resources, and economy these institu-
tions select to show the world what the country has to offer. I study 
audiovisual and printed sources by these (semi)government agen-
cies and use interviews with key informants to address the following 
questions: How does Suriname brand itself? What are the special 
or even exclusive characteristics that the branding agents believe 
define Suriname and its inhabitants? Who is involved in these brand-
ing efforts, who coordinates or leads these projects, and who are the 
(intended) audiences?11 These answers will inform my analysis of the 
intersection of nation building and nation branding in Suriname. But 
first, I will provide a brief overview of nation building in Suriname, a 
process in which writers and artists, rather than politicians, played 
a prominent role.

The Challenge of Nation Building

Suriname is South America’s smallest country, located on the 
northern shoulder of the continent.12 Approximately the size of the 
US state of Georgia, it counts some 540,000 inhabitants, the great 
majority of whom live in the coastal area, especially in and around 
the capital of Paramaribo. Another 350,000 people of Surinamese 
descent live in the Netherlands as a result of postcolonial migrations. 
Given its history of plantations and forced labor, the country is con-
sidered part of the Caribbean, despite its location on the mainland. 
Suriname is a prime example of a Caribbean colonial creation, built 
under European hegemony by enslaved Africans and Asian inden-
tured laborers, and their descendants (British Indians or Hindustani, 
Javanese, and Chinese). Capitalism and (forced) labor migration 
determined the colonial hierarchy and consequently the develop-
ment of ethnic relations. According to the most recent census, held 
in 2012, the Hindustani are the largest group (27.4 percent), followed 
by Maroons (descendants of runaway slaves; 21.7 percent), Creoles 
or Afro-Surinamese (15.7 percent), Javanese (13.7 percent), and 
people of mixed descent (13.4 percent). Approximately half of the 
population is Christian, the next largest religions are Hinduism and 
Islam.13

Economically, Suriname has traditionally been dependent on 
the supply and demand of European and North American markets, 
including investments. The import of consumer goods and food 
stuffs has frustrated the development of local production. Natural 
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resource exploitation has long been the basis of the country’s 
economy, leading to regular boom-and-bust cycles. In the twenti-
eth century, bauxite mining generated foreign exchange revenues 
and financed a rapid increase in state expenditure. In the postwar 
period, respective governments have expanded the large state 
bureaucracy, employing tens of thousands of party supporters. In 
the first decade of the current century, the economy was booming 
on account of the exploitation of gold, oil, and timber. In 2015, falling 
oil and gold prices caused another bust.14 Efforts to move beyond 
natural resource exploitation have not been very successful thus far.

As in many postcolonial societies, the state preceded the nation: 
sovereignty came first, followed by the building of a nation. History 
plays an important socioeconomic and political role, and in the words 
of historian Bridget Brereton who described this process of creating 
a “universal” narrative in the multicultural Caribbean country of 
Trinidad and Tobago, the past is “a key arena for contestation” in 
a dynamic and complex society.15 In both Trinidad and Tobago and 
Suriname, original presence—or the time of arrival—trials and tribu-
lations, economic input, and loyalty are arguments to support claims 
on the nation by different groups. Ethnic hierarchizing and positive 
self-ascription, while disparaging other groups, are all part of ethnic 
strategies to advance the socioeconomic and cultural interests of 
one group over another.16 

The decades between World War II and 1975, when Suriname 
gained independence, were a time of economic growth and increas-
ing political and cultural awareness in Suriname. In his analysis 
of nationalism in Suriname, historian Peter Meel bases himself 
on concepts developed by Anthony Smith in his volume National 
Identity (1991).17 Meel concludes that territorial nationalism is very 
much part of the country’s postwar history. Integration nationalism 
has been less prominent, mainly because of the overwhelming role 
that ethnicity has played, and still plays, in Surinamese society. 
With the introduction of universal suffrage in 1948, ethnicity rather 
than ideology formed the basis of the dozens of political parties.18 
The main goal was to guard the interests of the “own” population 
group. Ernest Gellner has suggested that economic progress may 
ease ethnic tensions.19 Elsewhere I have argued that the so-called 
fraternization politics, a pragmatic alliance between Javanese, 
Hindustani, and working-class Afro-Surinamese parties in the 
period 1958–67, only worked when the economy was expanding, 
as it allowed the participating groups to increase their share of the 
economic pie.20
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In the late 1950s, the first nationalist ideas filtered through to 
the ruling ethnic parties who adopted a more nationalist stance. In 
1959, the administration for the first time actively promoted nation 
building by adopting a flag, a national anthem, and a coat of arms. 
However, these symbols that transcended ethnicity were not part 
of a coherent cultural or nation building policy. On the contrary, at 
the same time non-African and non-Christian groups demanded and 
received cultural and religious equality, they thus undermined the 
Surinamese nationalist movement.21 Politically, this sociocultural 
emancipation translated into the slogan “Unity in diversity.”22 

The first nationalist political party (Partij van de Nationalistische 
Republiek, Nationalist Republic Party), founded in 1961, failed to 
attract a multi-ethnic following as it was seen as an Afro-Surinamese 
party. In hindsight, Dutch journalist Gerard van Westerloo concluded 
“among other population groups nationalism entrenches itself as 
nightmare.”23

Given this situation, it is not surprising that Prime Minister 
Henck Arron’s unexpected announcement of a speedy independence 
caused bitter political fights between opponents and nationalists: 
only the smallest possible parliamentary majority supported inde-
pendence. Independence was seen as a “Creole thing” and fiercely 
opposed by the majority of Hindustani and Javanese. The fear of 
racial violence that had rocked neighboring Guyana in the 1960s 
led to a massive increase in emigration to the Netherlands. In the 
period from 1970 to 1980, 120,000 migrants—about a quarter of the 
population—boarded a plane to Amsterdam.24 

There existed no official vision for how the new republic was 
to proceed as a nation. Independence in 1975 was merely a con-
stitutional break with the past. Suriname was a case study of an 
uneasy marriage between decolonization and nation building. In 
his dissertation with the telling English subtitle “nation building 
as a challenge,” social scientist Edwin Marshall concluded that the 
nationalists had been naïve: “They also had the simple belief that 
nation building was an autonomous process that would develop 
itself after independence.”25 

The only concerted political effort at nation building took place 
during the military regime (1980–87) headed by Desi Bouterse.26 
At Paramaribo’s Independence Square, Cuban-style propaganda 
signs depicted the nation’s history of struggle and resistance, and 
stressed national unity rather than ethnic difference. The creation 
of a true “Surinamese man,” somewhat analogous to Che Guevara’s 
“New Man” after the Cuban Revolution, was an example of this 
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new ideology. After the return to democracy, and to ethnic poli-
tics, these nation-building attempts were immediately halted and 
Surinamization became a contaminated issue that many people still 
linked to the economic misery and human rights violations of the 
dictatorship.

Whereas most politicians focused on the constitutional process 
of attaining—or opposing—sovereignty, artists, writers, and poets 
played a prominent role in developing nationalism and building the 
nation.27 Probably the most quoted Surinamese poem is “Wan bon” 
(One tree) by Dobru (Robin Ravales): 

One tree
So many leaves
One tree 
. . .
One Suriname
So many hair types
So many skin colours
So many tongues
One people.28 

Another much loved expression of cultural nationalism is theatre 
maker Henk Tjon’s Ala Kondre Dron (a musical ensemble playing 
drums of all ethnic groups). Through percussion and dance the 
ensemble shows “the many different cultures in Suriname . . . From 
all the way from Africa till India we are One [sic].”29 This cultural 
expression inspired Jack Menke, a sociologist at the Anton de Kom 
University of Suriname, to coin the concept of nation creation. He 
defines nation creation as “the collective efforts of (cultural) groups 
in the nation-state to develop a society based on solidarity, mutual 
respect, and a harmonic interaction between ethnic groups and their 
cultures.”30 Menke uses Ala Kondre Dron as a literal example of this 
harmony and of nation creation.31 He stressed that nation creation is 
a positive, bottom-up, creative, fairly organic evolution undermining 
the state’s top-down strategy aimed at monocultural uniformity.32 
That perhaps explains why the contest to design a national symbol, 
announced by the president at the Independence Day celebrations 
in 2014 and set to be unveiled a year later at the fortieth anniversary 
of independence, never took place.33 In contrast to Smith’s model in 
Suriname anticolonial and integration nationalism “do not converge 
seamlessly with the country’s pre- and postindependence national-
ist movements” as the pre-independence nationalism was equaled 
to Creole not Surinamese nationalism.34 Consequently, integration 
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nationalism is still a work in progress. Nationalism in Suriname is 
the creation of a cultural ideology rather than a natural given.

Both Dobru’s poem and Ala Kondre Dron express how different 
cultures exist together in Suriname. In the twenty-first century, this 
cultural diversity has become the national identity.35 The old polit-
ical slogan “unity in diversity” has become a national mantra. For 
example, the Hindustani VHP (Vooruitstrevende Hervormings Partij, 
Progressive Reform Party) proclaimed at Independence Day 2014 
that ethnic groups should proudly celebrate their own culture, tra-
dition, and language: “Diversity should be maintained, while we con-
tinue with creating national unity.”36 Diversity is a source of pride. 
Suriname likes to portray itself as a United Nations in miniature, 
pointing to its peaceful and harmonious relations. This was also the 
message of President Bouterse on World Diversity Day 2015. 

Case 1: Branding Suriname as a Tourist Destination

The Tourism Foundation Suriname, a government-private partner-
ship founded in 1996 by the Ministry of Transport, Communication, 
and Tourism and the Chamber of Commerce and Industry, is in charge 
of tourism promotion and development to “optimize the tourism 
potential of our country.” Its major goal is to “create an attractive 
image for Suriname and ‘branding’ Suriname as a tourist destina-
tion.”37 Traditionally, visitors “from the diaspora” (the Netherlands) 
constitute the majority of tourists. However, given that they often 
reside with family, they are not the most commercially attractive 
group to the local economy. Therefore, the Tourism Foundation 
wants to attract tourists from all over the world, but from the US East 
Coast and Germany in particular.38 The division of labor seems clear 
as the government is to provide the infrastructure and safety, while 
the business sector provides amenities. The confusion starts with 
the different messages communicated by the Tourism Foundation.

The Foundation’s website—in English and German—leads 
with the slogan: “Suriname, A Colorful Experience . . . Exotic beyond 
Words.”39 The button “Discover Suriname,” assures:

Authentic cultures, an enchanting nature and unique people from 
many different origins. 
  That is what every traveler who visits Suriname will experience 
with absolute certainty. The diversity of people from various parts 
of the world who retained most of their original customs and 
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habits, mark Suriname with a cultural blend that is one of its own 
kind in the entire world. 

The 41-second, fast-paced video “Suriname: A Colorful Experience” 
presents touristic highlights in the jungle and the capital.

In the 2012 “Official Tourist Destination Guide” titled “Green 
Caribbean,” Minister of Tourism Falisie Pinas lauded the country’s 
“many colours, cultures, cordiality and exuberance!” He promised a 
unique holiday experience: “you will profusely enjoy our traditional 
cultures, the wonderful nature and the culinary diversity of the dif-
ferent Suriname populations.” In the following pages the Tourism 
Board explained that “Suriname is also called a large melting pot of 
different cultures where the roots from their own soil are mixed with 
those from far away, which have merged to become the harmonious 
people of Suriname. Indigenous, African, Indian, Chinese, Indonesian 
and European descendants all live together in peaceful harmony.”40 
The concept of harmony thus features in two consecutive sentences. 
Harmony is also a keyword in internal communication from the state 
to the nation, as was shown during the fortieth anniversary of inde-
pendence in November 2015, when banners signed by His Excellency 
President Desire [sic] Delano Bouterse urging “unity and harmony,” 
adorned government buildings.

In a later guide, with the same title at the Foundation’s website—
but without a date—the same minister promised that 

You will experience a vacation in Suriname as an inimitable 
medley of authenticity, nature, culture, heritage, and events . . . 
The natural resources we have at our disposal as a vacation desti-
nation are plentiful but above all authentic and nearly untouched. 
In Suriname you encounter jungle that has not previously been 
entered, Amerindian and Maroon populations that have retained 
their centuries-old traditions, impressive rapids, rigged mountain 
scenery, and rare animal and plant species.41

Whereas in 2012 the Foundation highlighted Suriname’s multi-
culturalism, in later years it has chosen to focus more on the coun-
try’s authenticity and natural assets. Talisha van Leeuwaarde of the 
marketing department of the Tourism Foundation states that the 
new keywords are “authentic,” “unspoiled,” and “no mass tourism.” 
Activities are geared toward the promotion of nature, culture, her-
itage, events, and Paramaribo’s nightlife.42 Nature is supposed to 
appeal to US and European visitors, heritage to the Dutch, and fes-
tivals, music, and nightlife to neighbors in French Guiana. However, 
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the second foreword in the “Suriname: A Colorful Experience” guide 
by the acting director of the Foundation, Faridy Lila, does not follow 
the new direction; instead, the second foreword returns to the previ-
ous message of friendliness, culinary experience, and cultural diver-
sity to praise the country’s uniqueness:

Suriname’s hospitable population is known for its exuberance and 
cheerfulness. Sociability, good food, the country life and merry-
making are part of the daily life of the Surinamer. The various cul-
tures, the pluralistic culinary tours de force, the variegated dress, 
the diverse festivities, the eventful history and the plethora of 
flora and fauna make. for a colorful ensemble qualifying Suriname 
as a unique destination.43 

Martin Panday, a former manager of the Foundation, confirms 
that there is no consistency in the branding of Suriname. Without an 
agreement on slogans, Suriname used several simultaneously, includ-
ing “Beating Heart of the Amazon,” “The Other Caribbean,” “A Colorful 
Experience,” and “The Green Caribbean.” Summing up, Panday states, 
“At every tourism fair or market we show a different face.”44 Suriname 
presents itself as Caribbean in the Netherlands, and South American 
in Germany.45 Besides this lack of consistency, both Van Leeuwaarde 
and Panday point to the interrelated problems of poor coordination 
between the Foundation and the state and the Foundation’s small 
budget, which makes promotion very difficult.46 Germany is the one 
exception to the problem of budgetary restrictions—in Germany, 
promotion of Suriname by the German firm Noble Communications 
is not funded by Suriname but by the Netherlands through the CBI 
program (Centre for the Promotion of Imports from developing coun-
tries, which is a part of the Netherlands Enterprise Agency and com-
missioned by the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs).47 

However, as Van Leeuwaarde notes, it is debatable whether 
reaching out to Germany is a logical move—communication with 
German tourists is problematic because few Surinamese representa-
tives or guides speak German.48 Panday puts this problem in a larger 
perspective by questioning whether the product matches the brand: 
“Suriname presents itself as ‘green,’ but in reality it shows very few 
signs of ecological sustainability: the so-called unspoiled rainfor-
est is exploited by miners and the timber industry, while the inner 
city—a UNESCO world heritage site—features dilapidated buildings 
and heavy traffic.”49 The inconsistencies noted in tourism promotion 
also trouble a nation branding effort by the Suriname Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs.
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Case 2: We Are Suriname

In March 2015, Foreign Minister Winston Lackin proudly presented a 
new branding campaign, We Are Suriname (or #WEARESURINAME). 
“We want to show the world who we are, why we are as we are, where 
we want to go, and why we want to do so. Branding is a process. In 
the past we were recognized, but now they know us [referring to 
Suriname’s regional diplomatic efforts].”50 Lackin explained that the 
campaign had been in the making for two and a half years, and that 
this was an all-out effort in cooperation with Suriname’s embassies 
around the world. The minister emphasized that the real asset of 
Suriname is “its harmonious and peaceful society,” and that during 
the forty years of independence “divisions have been transformed 
into positive energy . . . we have to invest in our best resource: the 
Suriname people.” New York City as the center of the world was to 
be the focus of the campaign. A video, a website, a Facebook page, 
and a number of activities—including Suriname billboards in Times 
Square—were to wow Wall Street and the rest of the world.51 In 
addition, Lackin announced that the ministry had flown in editors 
of Vogue to write and publish a “magnificent” article on Suriname.52 
Other influential people would also be invited to experience the 
country. He expected the campaign to climax on 25 November 2015, 
the fortieth anniversary of independence. 

Minister Lackin’s press conference focused heavily on image 
(“who we are”) rather than content (“where we want to go” and how). 
He seemed to suggest that billboards would be sufficient to convince 
the world to come to Suriname and to invest in the country. Apart 
from a few clichés like “people are our best resource,” the minister 
did not have much to say about Suriname or its people. The minster 
echoed the sentiments of the firm selected to create the brand, and 
on its website Everard Findlay explains that the We Are Suriname 
concept

highlights the connection between Suriname’s varied cultures, its 
unsurpassed natural resources and its future economic oppor-
tunities. We used a prominent tree in the Suriname rainforest, 
called the Kankantrie, to carry the brand image. We designed the 
tree’s leaves as vivid green geometric-shapes. The shapes are rem-
iniscent of the weavings and patterns of Suriname’s indigenous 
artisans and also embrace the symbolism of form and function in 
modern development.53 
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The site also features six virtual billboards, each with one keyword: 
adventure, uncharted, sensation, majesty, harmony, and balance 
respectively. Images and symbolism rather than facts are the 
message.

The most prominent part of the campaign is a four minute 
and thirty second long video produced by Dutch company DK 
Productions, featuring Surinamese artists Lakeli, Benaja, and Enver 
while depicting the rainforest and the rivers, downtown Paramaribo, 
flora and fauna, and people in ethnic dress. In short, the video shows 
stereotypical images in a modern, international setting; the theme 
song “We Are One” has an international sound (R&B and rap) and 
does not include traditional Surinamese music such as kawina or 
kaseko, Hindustani baithak gana, pop Jawa or Javanese gamelan. 
Given its prominence, I will analyze the lyrics, the intended audience, 
and the staging. 

The first part of the song (in English) summarizes the history 
of colonialism, plantations, and forced labor in five words: “been 
through lots of tribulation.” It also celebrates Suriname’s natural 
beauty and resources. This is followed by a rap extolling a can-do 
mentality. The third part, in Dutch, again praises the country’s 
unique natural qualities and also the different cultures that live in 
peace. The last sentence is inclusive: “my Suriname, your Suriname, 
our Suriname.” In short: we are Suriname. The second rap is in 
Dutch, English, and Sranan Tongo. Pride in being born in Suriname is 
the key here; it is the best country in the world. The finale calls for 
Suriname to be unified as one nation, to build for the future, and it 
invites others to come and meet.

What to make of this song and video that are central to the 
campaign? The first observation is that these lyrics are exceedingly 
generic. Replace the name (Suriname) and the text could be used 
by almost any country that gained its independence in the post-
World War II period. Second, the songs seem more geared toward 
Surinamese people in Suriname rather than outsiders as evidenced 
by lyrics like “Born and raised / Tied to where I am” and “our” 
Suriname. Repeatedly, the listener is urged “to make a plan.” Only 
in the last lines are outsiders invited to come and meet, but it is 
not exactly clear what the purpose of the visit would be. The use of 
three languages is also confusing: why the use of Dutch and Sranan 
Tongo when the video is aimed at an international audience? This 
video suggests that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is acting more like 
a Ministry of Home Affairs or of Culture and Education by engaging 
in nation building. 
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The third observation concerns the staging. The images are 
consistent with the lyrics, showing Suriname as an environmental 
“treasure,” depicting ethnic diversity, and so on. The final frames 
feature children and adults in Amerindian, Chinese, Afro-Surinamese, 
Hindustani, and Javanese costumes. The final shot focuses on six 
women in traditional dresses made from the Surinamese flag. This is 
a traditional way of staging Suriname’s diversity and resembles how 
the state prefers to present itself in performances for foreign visi-
tors or at international festivals. According to theater maker Sharda 
Ganga:

The following characteristics can be found in most, if not all of 
these performances: the central element is the display of our 
wealth of ethnicities; each ethnic group is depicted separately 
through a parade of traditional costumes, song and dance—each 
group gets a chance to demonstrate their culture separate from 
the rest; in the end there is a coming together in a climax of all 
ethnic groups—a spectacle of unity.54

Ganga’s conclusion is that the depiction of ethnic costumes, 
culture, and symbols with only a “thin storyline” holding it together, 
underlines the fact that “our national governments over the past 30 
years” make “the conservation of the ethnic cultural expression” the 
central issue.55 The video We Are Suriname confirms this “ethnic con-
servation.” Summing up, We Are Suriname communicates images and 
sentiments in lyrics and visuals mainly intended for the Surinamese 
people, rather than facts to convince the world outside of Suriname.

Minister Lackin expected that the campaign would “have a pos-
itive effect on Suriname and the Surinamese in general, and boost 
specific sectors such as tourism. In addition, Suriname has to be pre-
sented as positively as possible to interest investors and to estab-
lish sustainable relationships with foreign companies.”56 Two issues 
make this statement questionable. First, the Tourism Foundation 
Suriname was not involved in this campaign to boost tourism, much 
to the frustration of Talisha van Leeuwaarde, who was “in shock” to 
find out that scarce resources were spent on another branding cam-
paign that, moreover, was contrary to what the Tourism Foundation 
was trying to accomplish.57 

Second, other government policies do not back up the goal 
of attracting investors. To lure foreign businesses many things—
including fast and cheap transportation, adequate property and 
contract laws, an attractive fiscal regime, and above all an efficient 
and transparent government—have to be in place. In the words of 
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branding expert György Szondi: “Having a country brand is neces-
sary to attract investors, but not enough; there must be an infra-
structure, a skilled workforce, favorable tax policies and returns 
on investment.”58 If a country intends to become a serious player 
in the globalizing neoliberal world, facts have to trump sentiments. 
Suriname does not yet have a good reputation for doing business. In 
a 2015 report of the World Bank, Doing Business 2016, the country 
ranked 156th (out of 189 countries in total) in terms of ease of doing 
business. And Suriname, along with Guinea-Bissau and Afghanistan, 
ranked as the countries with the slowest process to resolve com-
mercial disputes.59 In order to improve the country’s performance, 
the Investment and Development Corporation Suriname (IDCS), was 
founded by the first Bouterse administration in 2010 to administra-
tively facilitate foreign investment. A lack of government backing, 
however, forced the IDCS to close its doors in 2011, only to begin 
operations anew one year later. Funded by the Ministry of Finance, 
the IDCS faced new financial cutbacks (in 2016, it lost approximately 
two-thirds of its budget) and has been unable to open offices abroad. 
Director Winston Caldeira concluded: “everything is divided into 
pigeon holes, there is not enough communication.”60

The We Are Suriname campaign sends mixed messages about 
purpose, audience, and process. In his press conference, Minister 
Lackin seemed unclear about the purpose of the campaign, stating 
on the one hand that “We want to show the world who we are,” while 
claiming on the other hand that “now they know us” after Suriname 
has enhanced its international profile in regional organizations. The 
logic of showing the world who you are if you are already known is 
not clear. The intended audience is “the world,” but, as discussed 
above, the campaign seems to focus primarily on evoking patrio-
tism. Lackin also stated that “branding is a process.” He ignored that 
it is a complex process that requires cooperation and support at the 
“front” and at the “back.” Backing up the branding effort are agencies 
that facilitate foreign investments or economic activities, such as 
the IDCS. All agencies interested in branding, not only the Tourism 
Foundation, but also the Chamber of Commerce and the Ministry of 
Economic Affairs form the front. Lackin specifically mentioned the 
role of the Surinamese embassies. However, Gilmar Macnack of the 
Suriname Embassy in the Netherlands declared that he “had never 
seen anything from the campaign; nothing was sent to us.”61 

This may explain why none of the websites of Surinamese 
embassies mentioned the We Are Suriname campaign or showed 
a link to the video. Searches of websites of Surinamese embassies 
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around the world in March 2014, February 2015, and January 2016 
revealed that few embassies had up-to-date websites. During this 
period, the website of the Suriname embassy in the United States, 
which was the focal point of the campaign, was a work in progress.62 
In contrast, the official website of the Suriname embassy in New 
Delhi displayed visually attractive pages on symbols of nationhood, 
general facts, a map, national holidays, Suriname-India relations, 
and consular services. The media section featured a video, two 
minutes and forty seconds long, by the IDCS on investment oppor-
tunities in Suriname and three tourism videos: Suriname: The World 
at Your Feet, a seventeen-minute video by the Tourism Foundation 
Suriname, and a two-part eighteen-minute film Destination Suriname 
produced originally as inflight entertainment for KLM/Royal Dutch 
Airlines.63 There was no sign of We Are Suriname. Clearly, the Foreign 
Ministry did not reach out to its embassies to help brand the nation 
abroad. Finally, the anticipated climax on 25 November 2015 did 
not occur. In the words of diplomat Macnack, “The campaign did 
not get the expected media boost.”64 It is unclear whether the fact 
that Lackin did not return as Foreign Minister after the elections of 
May 2015 or financial cutbacks contributed to the fizzling out of the 
campaign. 

The campaign reinforces the idea that Suriname lacks a unified 
vision and a clear strategy for promoting the country. In the analy-
sis of Gilmar Macnack, “the intentions of Minister Lackin were very 
good, but he lacked the right people in his team to pro-actively get 
the job done.”65 As a result, different actors were working past each 
other or at cross purposes.66 The Tourism Foundation said to have 
been caught unaware by the We Are Suriname campaign; this maybe 
a result of incompetence or bureaucratic infighting in a struggle 
for limited funds, but it may also be a sign of a political struggle to 
increase the visibility of the Foreign Ministry in general or the minis-
ter in particular. It should be borne in mind that Minister Lackin—a 
prominent member of President Bouterse’s party—launched the 
campaign in March 2015 when general elections were two months 
away.

In addition, it seems that in all campaigns so far there are no 
thoughts on or investments in work beyond the projected images. 
Creating an image is one thing, but it needs to be grounded in society 
and supported by actual practices to make these campaigns work. In 
the words of Nadia Kaneva and Delia Popescu, there exists a tension 
“between national realities and aspirations.”67 
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Conclusion: What is the Story?

Steven Ma-Ajong, General Manager of Suriname Alcoholic Beverages, 
related how a foreign visitor at an international trade fair approached 
him with the question “What is your story?”68 In this case: what 
makes Surinamese rum different from all the other Caribbean rums? 
But the larger question is: what are the “unique” characteristics of 
Suriname?

The branding campaign We Are Suriname and the videos, website, 
and guides produced by the Tourism Foundation define Suriname 
and its people in a rather stereotypical way: the unspoiled rainfor-
est, the picturesque inner city of Paramaribo, the capital’s temples, 
mosques, churches, and synagogue, as well as Suriname’s unique 
culture and the friendliness of its people. In short, the campaigns 
borrow known images that are tropicalized for Western consump-
tion.69 The struggle to represent what is unique about the country is 
not a challenge faced by Suriname alone—many countries struggle 
to find a truly distinctive voice with which to communicate their 
message. Aronczyk quotes from five government-sponsored tourism 
websites (Poland, Ireland, Jamaica, Turkey, and Senegal) to show 
the similarities in these texts, despite the historical, cultural, and 
geographical differences between the five countries. Each of the 
websites praise the country’s natural beauty, the hospitability of the 
inhabitants, and, first and foremost, the nation’s diversity.70 Martin 
Panday and Steven Ma-Ajong note the same problem: what Suriname 
presents as its assets are not unique; they may not even be attractive 
to visitors. Moreover, Suriname lacks internationally known sites, 
stars, or cultural expressions that are familiar to outsiders. In the 
words of Ma-Ajong: “I envy Jamaica, with Usain Bolt, reggae, and the 
Blue Mountains.”71 In contrast to Jamaica, Suriname still needs more 
time and effort to put itself on the map. Or in Ma-Ajong’s answer to 
his inquisitive visitor “we are still working on our story.”72

The image that Suriname presents is positive and predictable, 
but not apolitical or without ideological influences. The campaigns 
discussed here whitewash existing sociocultural, political, and 
economic tensions; the message of harmonious unity and looking 
forward is ideological. In his seminal work Nations and Nationalism 
since 1780, Eric Hobsbawm stated that propaganda is an essen-
tial element in national identity construction or nation building. 
Obviously, the line between propaganda and branding is diffuse. The 
video We Are Suriname, the heart of the branding campaign, is an 
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example of emotional branding propaganda for internal use, even 
though the government minister responsible for the campaign and 
the company creating the brand emphasized that it was made to 
attract foreign tourists and investments by showing the country’s 
“future economic opportunities.” It is very much located in the civic 
space, rather than the commercial space.73 The clear message of the 
government campaign We Are Suriname is harmony and pride in the 
nation. According to Jansen, nation branding provides a reinterpre-
tation of national identity and new narratives for domestic consump-
tion,74 but that is not the case in Suriname. Here, well-known images 
and rhetoric are reified to impart that the strength and attractive-
ness of Suriname is to be found in its diversity, harmony, and peace-
fulness. These are the same key words that the government uses 
in its communications with the Surinamese people. The result is a 
cheery, optimistic, post-political, but culturally diverse patriotism.75 
Political ideology trumps economic motives, and this ideology is not 
focused on homogenization but rather on diversity.

In Suriname nation building (internal marketing) and nation 
branding (external marketing) are not only extensions of one 
another—they actually overlap. The idea of Suriname as a harmo-
nious and ethnically diverse country figures prominently in the 
country’s public imagination. Nation branding in Suriname is still in 
its infancy. The first attempts at nation branding seem very much 
geared toward the hearts of the domestic population by promoting 
a young, patriotic, forward-looking image. It is part of a long and 
complex process of creating positive (self-)images of the people and 
the country. Suriname is still developing its own story for internal 
and external use.
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