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In this study, I aim to explain the status of airline flag carriers as national and cultural 

symbols of their respected countries. With national interests and identity as part of their 

development, flag-carriers serve as “aerial ambassadors” representing their home nations. 

Through the media of design, uniforms, crew service, and advertising techniques, flag-

carriers create a sense of place of their unique nations for both local and international 

passengers—promoting the “imagined communities” as coined by Benedict Anderson. 

Behind these flag-carriers are instances of public support and pride. The role of being an 

aerial ambassador emerges as the airline and nation become one entity, an association 

that could be either positive or negative. With examinations of airline websites, aviation 

marketing literature, and visual analyses, my research will show how flag-carriers 

express national identity across borders through their projected physical and cultural 

identities. 

Keywords: nationalism, identity, place, airlines, flag-carriers, aviation, transportation, 
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I. Introduction 
 

The world of commercial aviation has greatly changed since its beginnings in the early 

twentieth century. From the first commercial flight in 1917, a twenty-one minute hop 

from St. Petersburg, Florida, to Tampa, Florida in a Benoist open-air flying boat, arose 

the first scheduled airline in existence: the St. Petersburg—Tampa Airboat Line.1 Five 

years later, Dutch aviation pioneer Albert Plesman begat KLM Royal Dutch Airlines 

whose current existence makes it the world’s oldest continually operating airline.2 World 

powers such as the United States, Britain, and France began their own lines of aircraft 

engineering and production, leading to the creation of airplane manufacturers such as 

Douglas, DeHavilland, and Dassault, respectively. As advancements in airplane design 

and manufacturing further developed, so did the creation of airlines to service passengers, 

freight, and if applicable, distant colonies.3  

Imperial Airways of Britain, formed in 1924, was created to provide air links between 

Britain and her colonies—the nation’s “chosen instrument” to service the Empire.4 KLM 

followed suit and provided air links to the Dutch East Indies while SABENA Belgian 

Airlines serviced the Belgian Congo and Air Union, a predecessor to Air France, flew to 

French colonies in West Africa, representing an idealistic spirit of colonial control and 

prestige.5 Laszlo Korossy explains how national pride, stemming from the relationship 

between commercial aviation and colonialism, has shaped the airline industry—that 

rivalry between airlines “couple[d] with another spiritual force of pride and majesty” 

serves as the oldest variety of nationalism.6 He defines nationalism as the “identification 
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of an individual with a national entity, and the feelings of pride, loyalty, and sympathy 

that accompany that identification”7 which also includes motivating forces to pursue the 

interests of the nation, a statement which frameworks the use of nationalism in this paper.  

“Nationalism,” as it will be used in this paper, incorporates Korossy’s definition, 

but also includes the use of symbols and language in constructing a national identity, 

mirroring Benedict Anderson’s stance in his work Imagined Communities. Nationalism 

can exist on two levels: individual and governmental, a distinction Korossy examines. 

Therefore, the working definition of “nationalism” conducive to commercial aviation in 

this paper is as follows: a bi-level expression of pride, loyalty, and support of a specific 

country through actions, symbols, language, and appearance. Not all airlines are 

nationalistic in nature or history; therefore, this paper will examine airlines that serve as 

flag carriers. Raguraman defines a “flag carrier” as an entity which helps to promote a 

national consciousness, serving to socially integrate many different communities into a 

cohesive region creating an awareness of their national identity.8 It is an important 

emblem, like a flag or national anthem, of what Anderson defines as a political imagined 

community.9 Flag carriers are generally either owned or partly-owned by the respected 

country’s government; therefore, they carry out the national interests through their 

respected air links whether it benefits the airline or not, something Raguraman calls an 

airline’s “social obligation.”10  

Yi-Fu Tuan defines and characterizes the aspects of space and place as two 

different yet related entities. Space, he argues, is culturally defined yet constitutes as a 

locality whereas place evokes emotion, personality, nostalgia, and culture. Place holds 

specific meanings, and to create a sense of place, there must be aesthetics and 
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familiarity.11 Aesthetics, he states, allow for a faster understanding of an area or place 

than through other senses of hearing and smell. Combined with the subconscious, all the 

senses of sight, hearing, taste, smell, and touch form together to create the familiar. Tuan, 

however, is concrete in his explanation that place must have with it a specific, tangible 

location in order to transform itself from space to place. For example, he mentions an 

ocean liner as not a being of “place” as it is mobile and not rooted in physical location. 

He instead classifies it as a “small world,”12 focusing on the convergence of activities and 

not the construction and meaning behind them. Tim Cresswell directly counters Tuan’s 

stance that place must be rooted physically. Utilizing Tuan’s example of an ocean liner, 

Cresswell states that “a ship, for instance, may become a special place for people who 

share it on a long voyage, even though its location is constantly changing.”13 Cresswell 

therefore places emphasis on a shared social setting as part of constructing a sense of 

place—it must have some relationship to humans, an emotional attachment people have 

to place. Whereas Tuan explains that place cannot exist without a stationary location, I 

will show that flag carriers create a sense of place—the place in question is a construction 

of the airline’s home country—for passengers through liveries, symbols, uniforms, cabin 

design, and cabin crew behavior. In this respect, traveling aboard an airliner of a nation’s 

flag carrier evokes a sense of place through both social connections and physical means, 

mirroring Tuan’s definition that a sense of place must have aestheticism and familiarity.  

Through this sense of place—the familiarity and aestheticism of the encounter—

comes the idea of an imagined community coined by Benedict Anderson. Imagined as 

“members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members,”14 

certain symbols and languages serve as mediums to unite the community as one 
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figurative body. Language and symbols serve as important tools in commercial airline 

structure such as determining an airline’s name and the means through which the carrier 

visually and figuratively embodies its home country. As flag carriers represent imagined 

communities on a global level, these aerial ambassadors express the power and 

nationalistic pride behind these communities through the similar means of culture, 

language, and other forms symbolism such as dress and cuisine. 

In this study, I argue that airlines, specifically flag carriers, reflect a national identity 

across borders through their histories and projected physical and cultural identities. With 

these designations intertwined with an airline’s appearance and agenda, flag carriers 

create an image of their specific country visually and emotionally while in-flight. They 

form a sense of place for voyagers, albeit in a liminal area of flight itself. Using aviation 

literature, information gathered from airline websites, journal articles, and analyses from 

works by authors such as Anderson, Tuan, and Cresswell as a framework, I will suggest 

that flag carriers fundamentally evoke cross-border representations of their respected 

home country through a variety of means including liveries, symbols, uniforms, cabin 

design, cabin crew behavior, and advertising. I will also perform visual analyses of both 

internet and print advertisements of flag carriers as well as analyze content, such as 

photos, layout, and information on their respected websites to understand how flag 

carriers represent their airline and home country to travelers. I will present six case 

studies of flag carriers from each of the six inhabited continents to further support my 

claim. The significance of this study is that it examines national identity national identity, 

pride, ties, and influence of a nation through its flag carrier(s) and how these airlines 

bring with them a cultural part (place) of the respected country. The creation of place 
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allows voyagers to “experience” part of the country through its airline, whether they are 

flying to the airline’s home country or to another destination. This study will allow for a 

larger understanding of airline performance, support (and in some cases, lack of), and the 

relationship not only between airline and passenger but airline and its respective home 

country.   
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II. Methodology  

 

I began to devise this study after reading an article addressing the impact of the loss of 

Malaysia Airlines (MH) Flight 370 in March 2014 on not only the world of commercial 

aviation but the country of Malaysia and its citizens as well. The “pride” behind a 

national airline and how the airline represents its home country are both powerful factors 

in commercial aviation. This power can have either favorable or adverse effects 

depending on certain situations. In this study, I utilize journal articles, aviation literature, 

and other information gathered from official airline websites as framework to investigate 

the national history, identity, trends, and services of flag carriers. I also review theories 

and articles examining airline selection, loyalty, culture, design, governance, and specific 

instances of national airline shut down for a holistic understanding of different examples 

of nationalism within a carrier.   

 I performed visual analyses using strategies in Lutz and Collins’ Reading 

National Geographic focusing on instances of the exotic other, advertisement audience, 

and content layout on select flag carrier websites to understand how airlines market their 

home country to travelers. Also, I note how even these marketing strategies change from 

the traveler’s location (e.g., a passenger booking a flight to Amsterdam on KLM from 

New York versus a passenger booking a flight to Amsterdam on KLM from London). 

The authors explain that photographs can not only present an idea but signify a thought or 

motive, capturing a moment or scene “deeply imbued with historical significance.”15 In 

an attempt to understand marketing strategies in print, I found select flag carrier 

advertisements on webpages and in past issues of National Geographic and noted their 

context within the magazine to audience, and overall advertisement content. I analyzed a 
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mixture of current and past advertisements, including some defunct flag carriers from 

archives and marketing websites. With regards to the advertisements in issues of National 

Geographic, the majority of these advertisements depicted different domestic airlines of 

the United States. As the United States is a country without a designated flag carrier, I 

found that major U.S. airlines utilized different marketing techniques in their National 

Geographic advertisements, such as pilot experience, on-time performance, and type of 

aircraft in the fleet, to attract passengers.     

In addition to webpage and advertisement content, I performed visual analyses on 

past and present flight attendant uniforms through the use of official airline marketing 

photos, website content, and online cabin crew uniform collections. The majority of 

uniforms I found and analyzed were for female cabin crew members, in addition to a 

small amount of male flight attendant and other airport personnel uniforms. From official 

airline websites and review articles I gathered information pertaining to cuisine, cabin 

layout, and other on-board services. I equally analyzed past and current airline liveries 

through content on the respective airline’s official website, marketing pages, and photos 

from internet aviation sites. As tools of marketing, these images therefore represent the 

airline in question, and therefore I took careful consideration into how the airline yearns 

to portray itself and how that may differ from my personal interpretation. 

Faced with a multitude of flag carriers, the airline case studies in this paper focus 

on six select major flag carriers from each inhabited continent: Qantas, Garuda Indonesia, 

South African Airways, Avianca, AeroMexico, and KLM. I specifically chose these 

airlines to analyze based on their histories, fleet and destination sizes, roles within their 

respected country and society, and the variety of ways through which their image and 
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services reflect their nation. These case studies reinforce theoretical framework stated in 

the first three sections through both personal analysis and information gathered from 

airline sources.   
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III. Nationalism and Commercial Aviation 
 

The history of commercial aviation, as Korossy and Raguraman explain, harkens back to 

the age of twentieth century colonialism and overseas empire control by major world 

powers, such as England and France. Even at its dawn, the earliest attempts at 

commercial flight had already included components of nationalism.16 National 

governments utilized their airline creations to connect colonies and overseas territories 

with their respective European power. Imperial Airways, flying only British planes, 

connected London to British colonies throughout the world while SABENA of Belgium 

flew from Brussels to Léopoldville in the Belgian Congo. Since the First World War, 

naming practices, government support, and culturally important symbols closely tied 

European airlines to their states. According to Bennett, twentieth century thinking 

grouped airline, passengers, and nation together with the belief that “a country’s 

passengers effectively belong to its flag carrier.”17  

 During an era in which commercial aviation was borne and the focus was not on 

flying internationally but servicing national interests, airlines became representatives of 

their respected nation. As Raguraman states, flag carriers acted, and continue to act, as 

global ambassadors of the home country and as the government’s “chosen instruments” 

to project its nation on an international level while equally promoting nation building and 

national identity.18 Utilizing the Hindenburg as a prime example of early nationalistic 

transport, Korossy states that air carriers are symbols of their nations, and their aircraft, 

especially emblazoned with flags, are national representations.19 Similarly, Sampson 

explains that by the end of the 1930s, Germany’s Lufthansa was not just a commercial 

airline but a “civilian arm of the military machine” and served the interests of the Third 
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Reich.20 The carrier became a network for members and officials of the Third Reich as 

both a government entity and a representative of Nazi Germany. Such a relationship 

mirrors Raguraman’s statement that there exists a “collective sentiment of nationalism 

provided by an airline which proudly displays the name and flag of a nation.”21 From this 

display, there exists an association between airline and nation, evoking a non-tangible 

sentiment of national awareness and unity.  

1. Nationalism and Identity: Malaysia and Singapore 
 

Raguraman’s study focuses on the relationship between flag carrier and government body 

and how the former has obligations to carry out the interests of the latter. With his 

analysis, he imparts an understanding of how a flag carrier figuratively works for the 

national government—the entity which fundamentally supports its very existence—and 

how flag carriers evoke national identity and service. He outlines the history of 

nationalistic air transport by looking at Malaysia and Singapore, two crown colonies both 

serviced by Imperial Airways of Britain, which itself carried an idealistic spirit. Britain 

wished to unite her colonies under an “all-red” route around the world, intertwining aerial 

coverage and the link between civil and military aviation to express Britain’s defense and 

strategic power. Imperial Airways itself, as Raguraman argues, succeeded in creating an 

imagined political community of the British Crown and as Britain’s “chosen instrument” 

to unite her kingdom.22  

 With a pressing need of internal air service in Malaya, the British government 

created the domestic carrier Malayan Airways. After the Second World War, before 

which Malayan Airways ceased, the British government approached B.O.A.C, the 

successor of Imperial Airways, to provide internal air service once more. Malayan 
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Airways Limited (MAL) was born, and slowly reintroduced and expanded domestic air 

service. Through the government’s emphasis on domestic networking, MAL reduced the 

“isolation of the people”23 living throughout the newly formed and physically vast 

country. As Malaysia’s government controlled flag carrier, MAL had “social 

obligations,”24 a theme which I will address further, as an essential public service to place 

domestic routes above the lure of foreign routes.  

In later years, Singapore and Malaysia then decided to form a national airline 

together, and renamed the carrier to Malaysia-Singapore Airlines (MSA) in 1967. As the 

national carrier of both countries, MSA “served as a bond between them.”25 However, the 

national interests of the two nations were vastly different as Singapore became more 

concerned with economic objectives of international routes while Malaysia focused on 

social objectives of national integration through domestic networking. The airline split in 

1972 as it could not “adequately represent the divergent national interests of both 

countries.26 Raguraman notes that the geographical dispersion of Malaysia versus 

Singapore also explains the former’s push for domestic routes to maintain a single nation. 

Conversely, Singapore emphasized the economic role of its airline; it did not have to 

concern itself with social obligations of national integration as it serviced a city-state.27 

Therefore it was able to expand internationally as trade and economic growth was the 

miniscule nation’s priority, not domestic network building to create community as in the 

case of MAL servicing Malaysia’s outspread topography and cities. After the creation of 

Malaysia Airlines (MAS), the Malaysian government continued to enforce social 

obligations on the carrier heightening the need for domestic services in lieu of 

international routes. To the government, the carrier was regarded as an “essential 
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instrument in the nation-building process” to incorporate the different regions as one 

nation.28 To maintain the presence of a collective, imagined community albeit with a 

large geographical dispersion, domestic routes provided by MAS served as a conduit to 

create and unify the imagined community of Malaysia. Anderson explains that nations 

are a community but with limitations, and these limitations are both figuratively and 

literally the boundaries of the country. For community, as Anderson writes, the nation is 

always “conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship” in the respect that all citizens, 

regardless of inequality, distance, and exploitation, are members of this community 

through common traits, history, or beliefs.29 The following section addresses the idea of a 

flag carrier’s social obligation as a government utility and how this nationalistic vigor can 

be cumbersome for the airline and even the nation itself.   

2. Social Obligations and Government Nationalism  
 

Raguraman explains that flag carriers could fall prey to “social obligations” enforced by 

the government to which it must adhere, such as the case of MAL providing domestic 

services above international destinations. Government obligations prioritized on 

nationalism over profitability can equally lead to the airline’s demise, mirroring the rift 

between the joint-flag carrier representing Malaysia and Singapore and its eventual 

disbandment. Along with representing the interests of the national government, flag 

carriers and their international route networks reflected instances of governmental 

espionage as intelligence agencies utilized carriers to “keep track of their enemies and 

conceal their own agents,” such as Mossad using El Al, the KGB on Aeroflot, and the 

Bureau of State Security using South African Airways.30 Even the recent American 
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television program “Pan Am” dramatized flight attendants serving as Russian spies 

during the Cold War while flying for the United States’ unofficial flag carrier.  

Korossy examines the relationship between commercial aviation and nationalism not 

only through a historical approach but by basing nationalism on two contributors: the 

government and the individuals. Through government control of an airline, thereby 

classifying the airline as the “flag carrier” of the country, the government orchestrates its 

agenda and visions through the airline itself, something he classifies as “governmental 

nationalism.”31 This can have both positive results, such as increased ties with other 

countries and trade, as well as the negative results of protectionism, the government 

control over all aspects of the airline such as route networking, ownership, and funding. 

Similarly, individualism affects an airline through either support through national pride, 

for instance flying the airline because it is the national carrier, or through acts of 

destruction such as terrorism, a boycott, or industrial action. With the relationship 

between airline and nation as one entity, individuals acting against the flag carrier 

therefore act against the nation it represents. National pride built around a flag carrier, a 

symbol of the nation, can be disrupted and even shattered when the carrier faces 

bankruptcy and/or shut down, such as the cases of SABENA, Malév, and Swissair which 

I will further address. 

The instances of nationalism that created flag carriers, specifically European 

companies, also led to an advantage in the American commercial aviation sector. Early 

US airlines, such as TWA and Varney Air Lines, the predecessor of United Airlines, 

developed from the hands of private individuals and not from entire government support. 

Rising nationalism among the airlines of Europe “retarded European air transport and 
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gave the Americans a huge advantage”32 as national government agendas did not 

motivate or coerce carriers of the United States. In Europe, as Sampson states, “each 

airline, backed by its own hub airport, saw its objectives in national terms.”33 The idea of 

a hub airport, which I will discuss in the next section, is now a common practice for 

major airlines, but the overall idea is nationalistic in nature. Generally located in the 

country’s largest or capital city, early airline hubs evoked another relationship between 

nation and airline.  

With regards to KLM in Amsterdam and SABENA in Brussels, only 150 miles apart, 

Sampson explains that there were discussions about merging the two entities to increase 

profitability and productivity. However, French-speaking and Flemish-speaking Belgians 

could not agree on the issue as the former sided with SABENA while the latter leaned 

towards KLM, exemplifying the individual support for and against a flag carrier based on 

national pride and identity. In this case, the Flemish speakers leaned towards KLM while 

the French speakers supported SABENA, albeit both parties were essentially “Belgian” 

by national association. This also demonstrates that association and identity are two 

different factors when it comes to nationalism and even support for a flag carrier. 

3. The National Costs of Maintaining a Flag Carrier 
 

Korossy explains that flag carriers suffer from the “burden of nationalistically-motivated 

governmental interference” under protectionist policies. The social obligations Malaysia 

Airlines faced of government imposed domestic route networks in order to unite the 

nation failed to turn a profit, yet the government deemed such routes necessary in order to 

foster a connected, solid nation. Similarly, the fate of financially-struggling Italian flag 

carrier Alitalia was constantly in limbo as any buyout offers from foreign carriers, even 
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from the European Air France-KLM group, were rejected; according to the Prime 

Minister, the airline had to remain “Italian.” Etihad Airways of the United Arab Emirates 

eventually purchased a 49 percent stake in Alitalia in 2014, allowing for financial 

stability but not outright control of the carrier.34 From an economic standpoint, Korossy 

writes that “protectionism blocks the market from acting as it otherwise would, which in 

most cases is as it should” which ultimately hurts the profitability of the carrier.35 The 

former CEO of the International Air Transport Association (IATA) Giovanni Bisignani 

stated that the “flag on the tail is killing our [airline] industry,” as prideful governments 

continually bailout unprofitable flag carriers.36 For instance, in late 2014, South African 

Airways asked for another loan from the South African government for a second time in 

a two-year period. The airline was previously awarded R5 billion (around US$430 

million) from the state Treasury after losing R1.25 billion in 2012.37 LOT Polish Airlines 

asked the Polish Government, which owns 93 percent of the carrier, for another loan after 

losing 1.1 billion zlotys ($296 million US) over a period of three years.38 Through both 

protectionist policies, favoring uneconomical routes to promote national interests, and 

stiff competition from low-cost carriers (LCCs) which offer cheaper flight alternatives, 

too much government control over flag carriers can prove to be burdensome on the 

country’s economy and for the airline itself.  

After the devastating losses Malaysia Airlines faced in 2014, the airline’s reputation 

and stocks plummeted. The government even pulled the airline from the stock market in 

August 2014 as it tried to attempt restructuring processes. Even before the two fatal 

losses, Malaysia Airlines had debts of $1.2 billion US and was considering another 

government bailout.39 Thai Airways recently held a meeting with the Thai government 
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asking for rehabilitation aid after posting a loss of $368 million US in 2013 and $282 

million US in the first nine months of 2014.40 Flag carrier Qantas, privatized since the 

1990s, asked the Australian government for a $2.7 billion loan citing losses due to limits 

on foreign ownership and competition from Virgin Australia on international and 

domestic flights, but the government denied the carrier’s request, stating that it would 

instead change the rules pertaining to foreign investment.41 The flag carrier also posted a 

record annual loss of $2.6 billion August 2014.42 The pride and support behind these 

aerial ambassadors and symbols of national identity allow for their continued existence, 

but not their profitability. Governments have gone to all ends to try and save their carriers 

from collapse and extinction, and when that fails, public protests and demonstrations 

emerge. However, amidst the financial hardships flag carriers place on governments and 

vice-versa, there is still national prestige behind flag carriers throughout the world. 

Somalia, which has been plagued with instability and anarchy since the 1990s, lost its 

flag carrier amidst the conflict. Twenty-three years later, the Somalian transport minister 

and the Somali people are dedicated to reviving their flag carrier which has been defunct 

since 1991. Somali Airlines flew domestic and international flights with Boeing, 

Douglas, and Airbus equipment and former pilots recently met with German flag carrier 

Lufthansa to discuss the possibility of resuming the historic working relationship held 

between both airlines.43 Nostalgia and recent state restructuring have fueled the desire, 

but as of 2014, the airline is still not in service. However, continued efforts on behalf of 

the public and of the government could lead to fruition in the near future.  
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4. The Loss of a Flag Carrier  
 

Even with support from both individuals and government bodies alike, flag carriers, the 

symbols of national and cultural identity, can face bankruptcy and collapse. Once-

powerful commercial aviation forerunners like Swissair and SABENA collapsed in the 

early 2000s plagued with financial losses and repercussions following the attacks on 11 

September 2001. After the attacks, there was a decline in passenger numbers across the 

world, not solely in the United States, as Korossy states that passengers began searching 

for safe, reputable carriers as they were “too fearful to fly other airlines.”44 Three years 

afterward, passenger numbers began to rise and the aviation industry began to fully 

recover. But flag carriers continue to face rising operating costs and low passenger loads 

due to more competition from LCCs. No longer is Alitalia the largest airline in Italy as  

LCC Ryanair holds that position in terms of passenger numbers.45 While the airline’s fate 

was in limbo and its debts continued to rise, Ryanair positioned more aircraft at Rome’s 

Fiumicino Airport, the main operating hub for Alitalia. Now Ryanair operates out of both 

airports in Rome instead of exclusively at smaller Ciampino Airport, which caters to 

LCCs.46 The collapse of a flag carrier is not only an economic disaster for a country—its 

citizens, both employed and not employed by the airline, are equally disrupted. 

i. SABENA: Belgium’s Biggest Corporate Failure 

 

Founded in 1923, SABENA Belgian World Airlines declared bankruptcy in November 

2001 citing its failure to find an investment of €372 million as the leading cause. The 

airline’s collapse, Belgium’s biggest corporate failure, was an economic and social 

disaster for the country.47 Swiss flag carrier Swissair, who owned 49 percent of SABENA 
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and who was also facing its own financial problems, backed out of a promised €136 

million injection, sealing the airline’s fate. Swissair would also fold into liquidation later 

that month, equally shocking a nation whose pride was built on its flag carrier’s financial 

stability. Former Belgian transport minister Isobel Durant explains how it was “very 

important for the people on a national level to have a national company,” and with the 

collapse of SABENA, an entire portion of national pride built around the company over 

seven decades was lost in a day.48 After SABENA’s collapse, former Prime Minister Guy 

Verhofstadt announced the creation of a new Belgian airline, without ties to the 

government. In 2002, SN Brussels Airlines began operating out of Brussels’s Zaventem 

Airport filling the void left by SABENA’s collapse. Merging with Virgin Express in 

2007, the two airlines were renamed Brussels Airlines, which is now the present-day flag 

carrier of the nation.  

Protests by SABENA staff and Belgians alike ensued, especially at Zaventem 

Airport where SABENA had its central hub. 1,000 ground staff, technical workers, and 

pilots held mass meetings at the airport. The company gave them no warning about the 

impending bankruptcy, and the only piece of information divulged to workers was a 

company memo outlining the airline’s collapse and the loss of 12,000 jobs on the day of 

its closure.49 Protestors not only demanded SABENA representatives and Belgian 

transport authorities to meet with them but directed anger towards former Prime Minister 

Verhofstadt whose political party was in charge of the airline’s operating portfolio.  

Amidst the SABENA crisis, 10,000 staff and supporters of bankrupt Swissair 

protested in the cities of Zurich and Bern. November 2001 left Swissair passengers 

stranded worldwide without compensation as creditors grounded the airline’s planes. 
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After the company’s collapse, a former flight attendant mentioned how strangers hugged 

and cried with employees who suddenly lost their jobs, that there was a common sense of 

grief and shock nationwide.50 Such an event shook the “Swiss to the core” as reporter 

Henry Bonsu states, which led many Swiss to question their country’s identity as 

Europe’s safest and wealthiest nation. Critics explain that the attacks on 11 September 

2001 played a minute part in the collapse of both SABENA and Swissair and that 

mismanagement and corporate arrogance seem to have been the major problems.  

ii. Malév: A Victim of Illegal State Aid 

 

Malév Hungarian Airlines ceased operation in February 2012. The small yet expansive 

airline was part of the oneworld airline alliance and flew to 50 cities in 34 countries. Its 

demise was a principle result of the European Union forcing the airline to repay €130 

million it had received in illegal state subsidies, a sum equal to its entire 2010 revenue.51 

Malév could no longer fund itself, and after 66 years in operation, it collapsed. In January 

2015, flag carrier Cyprus Airways faced the same ultimatum as the European Union 

ordered the carrier to repay €65 million in state aid; it too faced the same fate. Budapest’s 

Ferenc Liszt Airport lost 40 percent of its revenue after Malév’s collapse and a void in 

international and domestic route networks developed. Other oneworld airline partners, 

American Airlines of the United States and Hainan Airlines of China, withdrew their 

long-haul services as Malév could no longer provide intra-European feeder operations.52 

One month later on 15 March, Hungary’s National Day, anti-government demonstrators 

protested against Prime Minister Viktor Orban and his conservative cabinet. A Hungarian 

tricolor combined with an image of a Malév aircraft stood out among the banners and 

signs held by protestors, a “stark reminder of one of the most painful blunders of Orban 
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and his crew.”53Along with mismanagement and corporate failure, critics cite the 

European Union’s stance on state-aid for flag carriers as another reason for collapses, 

including the collapse of SABENA. The Union allows for emergency bridging loans but 

has strict guidelines for state aid as member states can only give companies restructuring 

aid once over a ten year period.54  

LCC Ryanair took advantage of Malév’s absence at Budapest by stationing five 

aircraft at the airport and opening 32 new routes, mirroring its expansion during Alitalia’s 

turbulent future at Rome. Ryanair CEO Michael O’Leary asked Budapest for an 

exclusive commercial agreement, but the airport refused, citing the reason that the airport 

was not in need of such a deal at that moment, and that Budapest already had a dominant 

low-cost carrier, Hungarian airline Wizz Air.55 Fifty-one percent of the airport’s traffic 

comes from low-cost carriers, up 26 percent before the demise of Malév, and Wizz Air 

has continually grown in size and market. There has been a shift in the Hungarian 

aviation sector from reviving or recreating a flag carrier in favor of “low-cost carriers 

with overseas interests.”56 Having Wizz Air as the quasi-flag carrier of Hungary has 

sparked interest in politicians and the public alike for different reasons. For the 

government, Wizz Air is neither straddled with high cost structures nor focused on 

domestic services. Wizz Air, albeit Hungarian based and overseen by a former Malév 

CEO, is a “pan-European LCC as only seven percent of the airline’s capacity lands in or 

departs from Budapest.”57 As for the public, popular support behind Wizz Air stems from 

the airline’s home-grown roots. Even though it is not the flag carrier, it is “Hungarian” by 

registration, organization, development, and leadership, and it serves as the largest 

Hungarian airline in operation. Former Malév employees have also found employment 
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with Wizz Air. Having a Hungarian carrier counterbalance the Irish pan-European 

Ryanair eases tension of the threat of losing a Hungarian aviation identity and presence 

altogether.  

iii. Ansett Australia: New Zealand’s Blunder 

 

Public demonstrations due to the collapse of an airline can occur even for those without 

flag carrier status. Ansett Australia, the second largest Australian airline behind Qantas, 

collapsed in 2001, laying off thousands of Australians and crippling the Australian 

domestic route network. Ansett serviced many regional airports that Qantas did not and 

Australians referred to it as Australia’s domestic airline. However, neither the Australian 

government nor an Australian enterprise owned Ansett. Previously sold to New Zealand 

flag carrier Air New Zealand, protestors targeted the New Zealand flag carrier after 

Ansett’s collapse. The Australian government and the Australian people blamed Air New 

Zealand for Ansett’s folding after the former could not find a suitor to fund the struggling 

latter. Even Australian flag carrier Qantas rejected taking over the struggling airlines as 

Ansett’s financial problems were “too severe.”58  

 In retaliation, Ansett workers at Melbourne and Perth airports blocked Air New 

Zealand airplanes from taking off, surrounding them with airport vehicles. Former New 

Zealand Prime Minister Helen Clark was among the trapped passengers and had to be 

evacuated by helicopter.59 Other staff workers at Sydney’s Kingsford Smith Airport held 

a three-hour walkout demanding the Australian government’s attention to the matter at 

hand. However, the government refused as former Prime Minister John Howard would 

not “bail out the company [Ansett] that through no fault of the government has gotten 
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into difficulties,” and continued to blame Air New Zealand, stating that “their 

incompetence destroyed one of Australia’s great icons.”60 

 As delicate the operation and funding of one may be, almost every existing nation 

has a flag carrier. While their route networks and fleet sizes may vary (see Appendix II), 

each flag carrier creates a sense of place of its home country for travelers while on-board. 

In the following section, I address the meaning of place and how it fits into the realm of 

commercial aviation. I also analyze the use of place in print and electronic airline 

advertisements focusing on how flag carriers visualize and depict their home countries to 

travelers even before the journey begins.  
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IV. The Creation of Place In-Flight 
 

Before understanding how flag carriers create a sense of place on-board, I first explain 

the different theories and perspectives pertaining to the concept of place. Anthropology 

utilizes the idea of place to understand a variety of themes across the discipline, such as 

studying gender roles, race relations, architecture, landscape, and urbanization. Tuan 

examines space and place from a humanistic perspective, classifying both terms as 

defining the nature of geography.61 He states that place is more substantive than space: it 

is a “unique entity” incorporating history and meaning created and therefore understood 

from the perspectives of those who have given it meaning.62 The perceptions and 

conceptions of both space and place vary with the individual and cultural group, but in all 

aspects of the two the meaning of place contains personality. A sense of place, as Tuan 

defines, is the product of the moral and aesthetic discernment individuals apply to sites 

and locations, a combination of human emotions and physical beauty or representation 

which conjure a sentimental connection.63  As previously stated, a “sense” of place 

consists of two meanings: aesthetics and familiarity, both of which combine to transform 

space to place and evoke identity, a creation of the familiar through the subconscious and 

human senses. Simply put, place is a more meaningful, intimate understanding of the 

more general concept of space.  

Travelers would conceptualize an airplane as a voyaging space, simply a flying 

metal tube to move passengers from point A to point B. However, as Tuan’s definition 

states, a combination of aesthetics and familiarity, in this case, representations of the 

nation the flag carrier is representing, transform the airplane from space to place. 

Colorful motifs in the forms of liveries, logos, and symbols, along with the design of 
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crew uniforms and aircraft cabins, represent the visual side of in-flight place construction. 

Flag carriers achieve familiarity through language, cuisine, cultural gestures, and the 

usage of certain geographical or cultural features within the airline’s identity perceived as 

uniquely part of the respected country. A boomerang comes to represent Australia, just as 

a beret is uniquely “French” through their cultural and global associations, and when 

seeing these items, one can inherently connect the item to the country. However, Tuan 

argues that the process of travel itself is essentially placeless, instead the traveler only 

experiences scenes and images of the journey.64 He states that an “ocean liner is certainly 

a small world, but it is not rooted in location; hence it is not a place.”65 Tuan therefore 

argues that in order for place to exist, it must be rooted in a physical location as a 

distinction between one area and another. With a greater questioning of such neat divides, 

I disagree and argue that flag carriers figuratively bring location—the nation they are 

representing—with them by creating a sense of place for the traveler through the 

examples previously listed. Air travel is no longer “placeless” through the certain 

methods flag carriers construct place for those on-board, but even these representations of 

place are nationalistic in nature. 

Place at the national scale often acts in a manner that “ties a particular ‘race’ or 

ethnic group to a particular area of land” as the nation-state ideology of many European 

nations limits identity and culture within their respected frontiers. 66 Denmark is 

essentially Danish as Germany is essentially German, and within their borders shall the 

majority of their culture remain. Culture can indeed transcend boundaries through 

migration and trade, but there is a difference between Oktoberfest celebrations in Munich 

than those in Miami. Doreen Massey explains that places are not about boundaries as 
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boundaries simply make distinctions between “them” and “us.”67 In this sense, flag 

carriers break through these boundaries by creating a sense of place, of their respected 

culture and country, in-flight for both native and foreign travelers alike. 

I agree with Cresswell’s explanation of place in which he states that places are not 

always stationary.68 Even though Tuan’s ship is not physically rooted in location, the ship 

itself becomes a place for the passengers cruising on it. Susanne Langer even argues that 

place need not have any fixed location at all—an entity like a ship can become a “self-

contained” place, and culturally it is a place.69 As a cultural and social construct, the 

meaning and interpretation of place varies from one area to another, but Tuan expresses 

that there is a quasi-universal understanding that place is rooted in the idea of “home” 

where people “feel a sense of attachment and rootedness.”70 The yearning for home is a 

desire for familiarity, in aesthetics, relationships, and culture. A driver knows he is 

nearing home when passing a familiar sign or landmark on the highway just as a French 

student returning from an overseas trip feels at home when hearing her language. But that 

sense of place—of home—for that French traveler started when she flew an Air France 

A380 from Miami to Paris. The cabin crew spoke her language, she ate French cuisine or 

perhaps sampled a glass of Bordeaux, and the red, white, and blue colors of the airline’s 

livery and interior evoked the culture and identity of France throughout the journey. 

Edward Relph states that to be “inside a place is to belong to it and identify with it, and 

the more profoundly inside you are, the stronger is the identity with the place.”71 As the 

traveler “belongs” to the place (France) represented by the flag carrier, she identifies with 

the examples of familiarity and aesthetics—food, language, and design—and therefore 

recognizes the aspect of home while aboard.  
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However, what if that same French student instead flew from Miami to Paris on 

board a Lufthansa A380 with a layover in Frankfurt? The sense of place for her would 

not be the culture or identity of France but of Germany while aboard the flag carrier. In 

this case, she would experience a sense of place uniquely “German” on the ten hour flight 

through the airline’s colors, uniforms, symbols, crew, cuisine, and language. This sense 

of place would not represent her home but a different nation and culture. She has instead 

figuratively experienced Germany while aboard, learning and creating a sense of place 

foreign from one with which she is familiar. Travelers, when flying a country’s respected 

flag carrier, experience the country’s culture, heritage, and identity through the airline’s 

attempts to create a sense of place on board. David Harvey explains that there are 

attempts by individuals and nations alike to “make places more distinctive and visible to 

provide a sense of pride and belonging.”72 There is an essence of pride when flying one’s 

respected flag carrier as the emphasis on the traditional, cultural heritage of the nation 

and of its people creates a sense of place and equally displays the uniqueness of the 

country. For the French, the Eiffel Tower represents the Revolution of 1789 and the 

engineering prowess during the tower’s formation. For foreigners, the Eiffel Tower 

symbolically illustrates the nation of France through its continued globalized publicity. 

Just as the taste of a certain delicacy may remind someone of his or her childhood or a 

certain event, the Eiffel Tower evokes a sense of French identity and recognition, 

exemplified by Air France advertisements utilizing the structure to depict Paris. From the 

concepts of pride and belonging stem the idea of heritage which itself is a sense of 

rootedness in a collective past, and as Harvey states, “provided for the consumption of 

locals and tourists.”73 Heritage plays an integral role in the construction of place for flag 
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carriers as reputable representatives of their respected nation, a concept which I address 

in both the Qantas and KLM case studies. Both locals and tourists can therefore 

experience a sense of place, the former through familiarity and the latter through 

learning, when flying a flag carrier. On a Qantas flight from Los Angeles to Sydney, both 

the Australian woman returning home and the American family on vacation experience 

an Australian sense of place—one recognizes it while the other, exposed to it for the first 

time, learns through observation and participation. 

As place and memory can be intertwined, the idea of heritage within a sense of 

place is prevalent in many flag carrier attempts to convey this meaning. The past blue, 

orange, and white livery of South African Airways represented the old national colors, 

and therefore the memories of living under the apartheid government. Taking Desmond 

Tutu’s and Nelson Mandela’s “rainbow nation” to heart, the airline unveiled a new livery 

and corporate identity based on the “new” South Africa. The sense of place for both 

South Africans and foreigners alike was no longer a representation of the nation’s 

apartheid-era but of a diverse, reborn South Africa. This rebranding, along with other 

industries and companies representing the “new South Africa,” heightened the nation’s 

credibility, international relations, and overall potential from its pariah state.74 To 

reinforce this transformation of place, the airline’s uniforms, logo, and even the name of 

its in-flight magazine were changed, and the effects of these changes I further address in 

the airline’s case study.  

Yet place can also work in the reverse order. Place-memory, a term coined by 

Edward Casey, “makes the past come to life in the present” through museums, 

reenactments, and historical landmarks.”75 Flag carriers have also followed suit by 
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reverting to a traditional, cultural emphasis through place construction amidst a highly-

competitive industry. Garuda Indonesia’s company service concept, formed in the mid-

1980s, focuses on Indonesian hospitality and most recently, bringing a sense of Indonesia 

for passengers on-board. Visual motifs of symbolic Indonesian colors are implemented in 

the cabin and uniforms and traditional Indonesian music and cuisine allow passengers, 

local and foreign, to experience Indonesia while in-flight.  

The idea of Relph’s “placelessness” encompasses areas frequented by travelers—

areas without particular histories and traditions such as supermarkets, freeways, and 

airports.76 Marked by transience and mobility, airports are not rooted in a concrete 

location connected to place. What exactly is the sense of place at Hartsfield-Jackson 

Atlanta International Airport (ATL), the busiest airport in the world? For Delta Air Lines, 

Atlanta is “home.” This is where the company operates is largest hub and crew base, its 

corporate offices, and training centers. Visually through signage, logos, and colors, the 

seven concourses evoke a sense of the airport’s main tenant. Phrases such as “Proud to 

call Atlanta home” and “Atlanta’s hometown airline” adorned with Delta’s iconic widget 

logo grace the sides of catering trucks and jetways; inside the jetways hang posters 

depicting some of Delta’s domestic and international destinations; gates are marked with 

Delta’s red triangular logo which is also present on the tailfins of the airline’s fleet on the 

tarmac. ATL is essentially Delta’s territory based on the visual motifs throughout the 

airport. But ATL does not represent the cultural and national identity of place, only that 

of its major airline. London Heathrow represents the presence of British Airways as 

Amsterdam Schiphol does for KLM, but there have been revolutions in airport design 

which evoke national identity. Ariffin and Yahaya examine the relationship between 
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airport design, national identity, and passenger satisfaction at the low-cost carrier 

terminal of Kuala Lumpur International Airport. They argue that airports are 

“undeniably” the first point of contact for travelers and therefore are vital in creating the 

first impression about a country. This may be the case if one chose not to fly the nation’s 

flag carrier, but Malaysia Airlines would be the first impression travelers experience of 

the country, not Kuala Lumpur’s airport. Their study found that “national identity 

strengthens the relationship between airport image and customer delight,” and that 

elements of national identity “can be used by an airport to differentiate themselves from 

other airports in the world.”77 Flag carriers like Thai Airways employ these elements, 

such as cultural values, dress, and behaviors, to distinguish themselves from other flag 

carriers of the same region. This creates a uniquely Thai sense of place for passengers. 

Therefore place is not only a social and cultural construct but airlines can manipulate, 

redesign, and use it as a method of uniqueness.  

Place can also come in the form of advertisements and publicities. Cresswell 

explains that “advertisers sell us places or ways to make place” and that “travel brochures 

encourage us to get to know places.”78 Airlines, especially flag carriers, utilize 

advertising techniques to depict their respected country and/or airline in a certain fashion, 

a trend that I found while analyzing certain flag carrier websites. For the majority, 

landmarks, cultural sites, or topography are depicted to entice travelers to a flag carrier’s 

home. Lufthansa, through their Vacationland Germany advertising campaign, marketed 

the history and quaintness of the German countryside with posters of castles upon hills 

surrounded by lush, green landscape,79 mirroring Alitalia’s advertisements of landmarks 

in major Italian cities.80 Other examples include an emphasis on what Lutz and Collins 
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call the “exotic other” in constructing place for tourists, a concept which I will address in 

the following section. Flag carriers use these different advertising campaigns to first 

create an idea of place in the mind of the traveler—the enticement and perception—and 

then reinforcing that conception through the sense of place created in-flight.  

Therefore flag carriers socially and culturally construct a sense of place 

intertwined with heritage, fluidity, and experience. In creating a sense of place, two 

aspects must be present: aesthetics and familiarity. A sense of place can be understood 

through recognition of specific cultural attributes but can also be learned and observed by 

an outsider. Flag carriers create a sense of place representing their home country through 

a variety of measures: visual motifs, advertising, language, and cuisine to name a few. As 

I will explain in the following section, the idea of national identity is highly connected 

with the creation of place onboard a flag carrier. I will also illustrate how carriers 

represent their national identity, how it can change, and how it is connected in creating a 

sense of place will be outlined and discussed with a variety of examples, theories, 

analyses, and interpretations.  
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V. National Identity and Flag Carrier Construction: The 

Methods of Creating Place. 
 

A majority of flag carriers are owned, financed, and operated by the respective country’s 

government. There are some exceptions to this rule, such as privatized Qantas and British 

Airways, but there still exists a degree to which the governments play a role in the 

structuring and financing of the airlines. Flag carriers have an intended purpose behind 

their creation and maintenance: they fly the flags of their home countries and serve as 

global aerial ambassadors. As Raguraman states, flag carriers “represent their nations 

and, in this sense, evoke a non-tangible sentiment of national awareness and unity.”81 

There is a perceived connection between airline and nation as a symbol of power and 

influence. Keillor and Hult define national identity as “the extent to which a given culture 

recognizes and identifies with its unique characteristics,” comprising of belief structure, 

national heritage, cultural homogeneity, and ethnocentrism.82 They characterize national 

identity as a set of meanings “owned” by a certain culture to distinguish itself from 

another, reflecting the varying ways through which flag carriers set themselves apart 

from others, especially when located in the same region. Carriers play a symbolic role in 

national identity both in terms of how people see themselves and how they want others to 

see them through their airlines, enforcing a collective sentiment of nationalism behind the 

airline which proudly displays the name and flag of the nation.83 The airline, through the 

use of specific liveries, uniforms, company organization, and crew culture, comes to 

represent the nation in question.  

 Through national pride, flag carriers can benefit from their status as being the 

national airline. From evaluating the relationship between airline and nation, Korossy 
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states that those “with a healthy sense of national pride will tend to choose to fly on their 

nation’s flag-carrying airline, all else being equal.”84 These individuals acting out of 

patriotic pride can equally “bolster the sales of a flag carrier simply because of the flag it 

carries.85 A 2009 study also shows that the security and identity of an airline as nationally 

owned is also one of the key drivers of airline loyalty, especially for business travelers 

and those who are part of a frequent-flyer system.86 Governments in favor of national 

airlines not only support the carrier financially but also “encourage innovation in 

corporate strategy.”87 With the government holding a stake in the carrier, the national 

interests of both the country and its people align with its aerial ambassador. But such a 

national stronghold by both entities can lead to the negative sides of support: terrorism, 

from an individualistic standpoint, and government protectionism. 

 In 1988, Pan American World Airways (Pan Am) Flight 103 en-route from 

London Heathrow Airport to New York’s John F. Kennedy Airport exploded over the 

small town of Lockerbie, Scotland, killing a total of 270 persons. Aviation investigators 

concluded that a terrorist planted cassette player laden with explosives that detonated 

inside the aircraft while it flew over the town. During its existence, Americans and 

foreigners alike often regarded Pan Am as the unofficial flag carrier of the United States. 

Pan Am founder Juan Trippe even referred to it as the United States’ “chosen 

instrument”88 and “helping to save the world for democracy.”89 People often viewed the 

airline as an extension of the United States government,90 so much that people in trouble 

without an American embassy or consulate to help would go to the Pan Am ticket 

offices.91 Its extensive route system of hundreds of destinations worldwide with bases in 

London, Frankfurt, New York, Miami, and Tokyo not only illustrated the airline’s global 
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presence but as a symbol of American-led globalization. Even the use of “world” in its 

name and its 1980s slogan illustrated its presence as a global carrier: “every country has 

an airline. The world has Pan Am.” The attack on Pan Am Flight 103 was not an attack 

on the passengers but against the nation Pan Am symbolized and its globalization: the 

United States.92 With airline and nation visualized as one, flag carriers can then become 

prime targets due to their association and representation of the nation particularly in a 

time of unrest or global expansion where other airlines and cultures are threatened. El Al, 

the flag carrier of Israel, has also been the target of attacks, such as the shooting at its 

ticket counters at Los Angeles International Airport in 2002 by a lone gunman that the 

FBI then ruled as an act of terrorism.93 Similarly, the hijacking of four planes operated by 

American Airlines and United Airlines, two of the United States’ largest air-carriers, on 

11 September 2001 was not an arbitrary selection. Embedded in their images, as one 

reporter explains, with “American spread all over and the American eagle on the tail,” is 

an association and representation of the country as a whole.94 Reiterating Raguraman’s 

classification of a collective nationalistic sentiment behind “the airline which proudly 

displays the name and flag of the nation,”95 the acts of terror against El Al, American 

Airlines, and United Airlines symbolize attacks against the people and nations those 

carriers represent. It would not be less tragic if hijackers instead chose Air France 

airliners to carry out the 11 September 2001 attacks but it would almost seem out of place 

as the French airline does not represent an American identity. As the United States is a 

country without a designated flag carrier, two airlines representing its national sentiments 

of being “united” and “American” sufficed. 
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1. Language, Liveries, and Visual Identities  

 

In the United States, passengers have grown to dislike air travel. As journalist Scott 

Mayerowitz writes, cramped seating arrangements, exhausting security checks, and an 

overabundance of “you get what you pay for” airlines have all fueled this negative 

attitude.96 However, in other parts of the world, people continually regard their national 

airlines as symbols of prestige. Professor of Aviation History Janet Bednarek explains 

that there is something “comforting” about flying a national airline where the flight 

attendants speak your language and serve familiar cuisine; it is a “little piece of home that 

you take with you when you fly abroad.”97 The use of language or cultural gestures, 

whether while boarding, in-flight, or landing, illustrates the national and cultural identity 

of the carrier and therefore of the country. Air New Zealand flight attendants greet 

passengers with “kia ora,” a unique greeting in the Maori language used in New Zealand 

English. South African Airways’ pre-recorded landing welcome wishes its passengers a 

“proudly South African” goodbye in English, Afrikaans, and Zulu just as Thai Airways 

flight attendants greet passengers with a traditional wai greeting. Therefore tenets of 

national identity, represented through food, language, design, and service, such “emblems 

of nation-ness”98 as Anderson explains, are embedded within the flag carrier that 

combine to create a sense of place while aboard. It would seem out of place or even rude 

for Australian flag carrier Qantas to greet its passengers with “kia ora” as such a greeting 

is distinctly part of New Zealand lexicon and identity, and such out-of-context usage 

could be problematic for New Zealand travelers.   

Liveries, the “visual identity” of airlines as Budd classifies, also represent their 

respected countries through colors, design, and other graphic representations.99 She 
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categorizes airline liveries into the following specific categories: an icon of flight; an icon 

of space or of distance; an icon of direction, or speed, or motion; or an icon of nationhood 

such as stylized representation of a national flag or depictions of native flora and 

fauna.100 Alitalia boasts a green, red, and white livery based on the Italian flag, and the 

name itself is a portmanteau of the words “ali” and “Italia,” literally meaning “Italian 

wings.” The tailfins of British Airways aircraft portray a stylized version of the Union 

Jack and KLM’s crown logo illustrates the Dutch monarchy; Qantas has retained its 

Flying Kangaroo symbol for decades as has Aer Lingus with its shamrock design. 

Airlines also sport certain liveries to celebrate and support national teams participating in 

the Olympic Games and the World Rugby Cup, such as Air New Zealand painting one of 

its Boeing 777-200s in the colors of its national rugby team, the All-Blacks. Budd 

explains that airlines employ these designs, typefaces, and visual motifs to invoke 

particular cultural meanings and associations whether the aircraft is within the country or 

abroad.101 A flag carrier’s livery can be so important that even a change in design can 

lead to rifts among the nation’s citizens and leaders. 

British Airways unveiled a new livery in the late 1990s which transformed the 

tailfin art of its fleet from a stylized version of the British flag to colorful international 

artworks. The “Utopia” or “world image” tailfins represented the airline’s world route 

network and the variety of countries and cities the airline serviced. Balmer et al. explains 

that research conducted by British Airways revealed that 60 percent of the airline’s 

customers were not British and the carrier’s unaltered livery since 1984 did not assert its 

global position.102 Under this livery, British Airways was no longer stagnantly British but 

a citizen of the world whose livery reflected its commitment to both a British and 
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international identity. When presented with a model of the new livery, former Prime 

Minister Margaret Thatcher famously placed a handkerchief over the plane and stated: 

“we fly the British flag, not these awful things.”103 Referring to Budd, the change in 

livery diluted the airline’s British “identity” as the colors and flag, the visual presentation 

of Britain, were lost. Amidst disfavor and competition from Virgin Atlantic Airways, 

which then called itself Britain’s flag carrier to increase public support, British Airways 

replaced the livery with its current one in 2001 which is again a stylization of the United 

Kingdom flag. As the carrier aimed to connect its “communicated identity” with its 

“desired identity” of being an international airline though its livery change, it neglected, 

as Balmer et al. suggest, its “actual identity” of being British.104 With many flag carriers 

operating international routes, there is a similar trend of such companies aiming to be 

both a national and international airline, an idea I address in certain airline case studies.  

2. Uniforms and Service Attitude 

 

Cabin crew uniforms and service also express the motif of a “visual identity.” For nearly 

a decade, Qantas’ flight attendants wore tan and brown uniforms printed with 

boomerangs and Aboriginal designs. Singapore Airlines’ female flight attendants have 

worn traditional sarong kebayas since 1972 which have become instantaneously 

recognizable as part of the airline’s image. During the celebration of Oktoberfest, 

Lufthansa flight attendants wear dirndl outfits as uniforms on selected long-haul flights to 

and from Munich, a tradition the airline has held since 1957. Emblazoned in what one 

comical travel reporter refers to as “sexy” blue, white, and yellow dirndls—the colors of 

Lufthansa—flight attendants also serve Oktoberfest-inspired delicacies such as 
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Kaiserschmarrn, a shredded pancake. Similarly, in the airline’s lounges, pretzels, cheese, 

meat, and apple strudel are also available for snacking during the celebration month.105  

 Even while flying at more than 30,000 feet or at the airport, the airline aims to 

include the traveler—German or not—as part of the Oktoberfest celebration. However, 

there has also been a theory presented that cultural identity markers of uniforms are 

becoming more subtle in favor of less-distracting business attire. For instance, a 

conservative blazer now hides the leopard print blouses worn by Kenya Airways female 

flight attendants while Qantas flight attendants sport contemporary, designer uniforms 

instead of the boomerang adorned garments of old.106 Yet even these subtle differences in 

dress of mannerisms can be powerful tools to distinguish one airline from another. 

Attired in traditional silk, flight attendants at Thai Airways—the “flag-ship of the Thai 

nation”107—employ Thai cultural values such as the “infamous Thai Charm” as part of 

their in-flight service.108 Tungtakanpoung and Wyatt explain that an emphasis on 

promoting a unique service culture, especially on Asian carriers, is a method to display 

one airline’s distinction from one another amongst the blended classification of “Asian.” 

The sarong kebaya worn by Singapore Airlines female flight attendants differentiates 

Singapore Airlines from Malaysia Airlines just as the Thai Charm distinguishes Thai 

Airways from other leading Asian carriers.109    

3. Advertising Techniques 

Flag carriers can also represent their country by creating a sense of place familiarity and 

identity through advertisements and publications. The marketing concept of the 

“Singapore Girl,” the name given to Singapore Airlines’ female flight attendants, 

represents both the hospitable culture and visual identity of Singapore, and airline itself 
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constantly reminds its flight attendants during training that they are ambassadors of 

Singapore.110 While Sampson deems this marketing concept as “shameless sexism”111 by 

depicting Asian women as docile and subservient, the Singapore Girl has been the 

airline’s prime marketing concept for over 40 years and the airline does not plan to retire 

the image any time soon.112 As an article from the Singaporean newspaper The Straits 

Times exclaims, to remove the Singapore Girl icon from Singapore Airlines is like 

removing Mickey Mouse from Disneyland.113  

Utilizing flight attendants as advertisements of both airline and country, whether 

in print or in person through dress, presentation, and service, harkens back to German 

flag carrier Lufthansa which was the first airline to implement the airline’s logo on crew 

uniforms.114 Carriers then portrayed flight attendants in airline print advertising on both 

posters and airline literature such as in magazines and timetables. The caring service 

culture of SABENA Belgian Airlines is expressed through its 1950 timetable on which a 

female flight attendant holds a small child, both smiling as the parents walk behind; the 

words “you’re in good hands with SABENA” are stylized above the drawing.115 Classic 

Japan Air Lines advertisements, like those found in issues of National Geographic, 

portray a flight attendant dressed in kimono “mak[ing] a ceremony even of pouring of 

tea” to passengers, mirroring the exotically obedient Singapore Girl concept. Lufthansa 

and Garuda Indonesia alike showcase their flight attendants on their respective websites 

explaining their rigorous safety and service training; the latter even devotes an entire 

section to its cabin crew complete with photos and short biographies of certain female 

flight attendants.  
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Such examples reinforce the status flight attendants have, especially those 

working for flag carriers, as faces of the airline. With their images featured in both print 

and electronic advertisements, flight attendants continually present themselves as airline 

ambassadors representing both company and country. In my analysis, I found that the 

majority of airline advertisements featuring flight attendants focused on female crew 

members rather than male crew members. Barthel explains that advertising is not simply 

about an object’s appearance but how “we look to others [and] how we think of 

ourselves.”116 Not only are advertisements about gender and appearance but also about 

the society of their creation which places a heavy emphasis on what it deems as beautiful 

and acceptable. Even domestic airlines and LCCs utilize Sampson’s “shameless sexism” 

in marketing techniques as referenced by Thailand’s LCC Nok Air flight advertisements 

depicting Playboy bunnies sporting flight attendant uniforms and LCC Ryanair of Ireland 

featuring bikini-clad flight attendants  Indeed, past airline advertisements depicting 

female flight attendants focused on beauty but in addition to professionalism, service, and 

comfort. The smiling SABENA flight attendant holding a child passenger is neither 

clothed in a bikini nor portrayed as subservient. She is the focal point of the 

advertisement, highlighting service and attitude and not portraying, as Sheehan states, a 

“decorative role” lacking interaction with a product or audience.117 Sheehan continues to 

classify decorative roles as “representing society’s view of the appropriate place for 

women in society” stressing sexuality and allurement while thwarting dominant power.118  

The women portrayed in both Nok Air and Ryanair advertisements express the 

decorative role of subservience and passivity yet represent the airline in this manner. 

With Berg’s assertion that LCCs are nationless,119 companies like Nok Air and Ryanair 
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can represent their airlines in different manners that fit their markets. With flag carriers 

and their flight attendants as international ambassadors of their nation, advertisements 

must therefore represent the nation in question. Indeed, tenets of beauty and 

subservience, like the Singapore Girl, remain in current airline advertisements but are not 

as risqué as those presented by LCCs or non-traditional companies. 

Advertisements, both print and electronic, also showcase a flag carrier’s home 

country through visual means such as landscapes, historical sites, or even rugged 

landscape “unique” to the country. In 2008, Qantas advertisements throughout Britain 

featured a Boeing 747 flying over Uluru (Ayers Rock) with “the world’s most 

experienced airline” written underneath. Such an advertisement even became the focus of 

complaints by Britons as the tagline was “deceiving” as other airlines were established 

before Qantas.120 Pan American also used that same tagline as its slogan from 1953 until 

the 1970s, and in the years thereafter, ensuing slogans also incorporated the use of 

experience.  In recent advertisements, British Airways uses Big Ben, the London Bridge, 

and the London Eye in its promotion of the capital city, mirroring Air France’s recent 

Paris advertisement of the Eiffel Tower hiding behind a woman sporting a red beret.   

Using what Lutz and Collins describe as “the Other,” I find through visual 

analyses that flag carriers also exotify their home countries through advertisements to 

entice tourism and therefore profit for the airline. BWIA, the former flag carrier of 

Trinidad and Tobago and quasi flag carrier of other countries throughout the West Indies, 

utilized not only luscious landscapes, white beaches, and clear lagoons to draw tourists 

but also the inhabitants’ “black bodies” as a concept of allurement.121 In such an 

advertisement, a dark monkey hanging from a vine playfully teases a brown woman in a 
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white bikini top and short skirt while balancing a basket of fruit on her head. This is an 

example of “vintage” advertising, but airlines such as Garuda Indonesia and Singapore 

Airlines still employ the undiscovered exotic nature of their home countries as part of 

their marketing techniques. Air Jamaica, now owned by BWIA’s successor Caribbean 

Airlines, placed photos of black families, couples, women, and flight attendants 

juxtaposed with forest and beach sceneries under the tagline “you’re home the moment 

you board” in their 1997 international advertisements.122 In addition, their 2012 television 

commercials showcased rugged and pristine Jamaican landscapes of waterfalls, 

mountains, beaches, and forests contrasted with the laid-back and yet vibrant island life, 

showcasing the exotic beauty of the island nation.  

 Therefore, flag carriers represent national identity through their design, service, 

and advertising which, in addition to food and language, create a sense of place on-board. 

Whereas Ariffin and Yahaya explain that airports are the first points of contact travelers 

have with a country though cultural designs and décor implemented in many international 

airports worldwide, when travelling on a nation’s flag carrier, the airline is the first point 

of contact with the respected country. A traveler experiences the country’s national and 

cultural identity while flying the flag carrier through dress, service, food, and language, 

thus creating a sense of place while in-flight. The following six case studies will precisely 

demonstrate these claims in further detail, taking into account each airline’s history and 

company culture and illustrating how flag carriers, as representatives of their country, are 

not static beings but reflect the changes of their nation and identity.  
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VI. Airline Case Studies 
 

A. Case Study 1. The Sole Spirit of Australia: Qantas  
 

Since its conception, Qantas, colloquially known as the “Flying Kangaroo,” has become, 

as author Chris Berg explains, a “great Australian icon.”123 Until 1992, three leading 

domestic airlines serviced Australia: Qantas, Trans-Australian Airlines (TAA), and 

Ansett Australia. After Qantas purchased TAA in 1992, Ansett and Qantas operated both 

domestic and international flights, yet Qantas was retained as the nation’s flag carrier, 

albeit privately owned since the year of the TAA takeover. Ansett faced bankruptcy in 

2001 and folded, leaving Qantas the sole major airline of Australia. 

 Berg classifies flag carriers as signs of “national prestige,” yet this prestige can allow 

for favoritism by politicians, governments, and businesses.124 It is this prestige, he argues, 

which has shaped the Australian aviation market by its “superficial nationalism” and 

government favoritism of Qantas over competing domestic and international Australian 

airlines. When the airline became privatized in 1992, Berg writes that Parliament “just 

couldn’t bring itself to let the flag carrier fall into foreign hands” as “Qantas was too 

special: Australia needed to keep its flying symbol.”125 To keep Qantas “Australian,” the 

Australian government drafted the Qantas Sale Act of 1992. Under the Sale Act, total 

foreign investments in the carrier are strictly limited to a maximum 49 percent stake and 

foreign airlines can hold no more than 35 percent of Qantas shares in total in order to 

keep Qantas “majority Australian owned.”126 Qantas continues to be this “flying symbol” 

as Australia’s aerial ambassador through its image, advertising techniques, and crew 

culture which create a sense of Australia, and not just the contemporary, tourist 
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destinations of Sydney and Melbourne, but of Australia and Australian identity as a 

whole. 

1. The Flying Kangaroo: Livery and Design 

 

Nicknamed the “Flying Kangaroo,” the airline’s iconic kangaroo symbol was adapted 

from the Australian one penny coin and added on the carrier’s aircraft in the 1940s.127 

During the same timeframe, travelers affectionately referred to Qantas’ long-haul route 

from Sydney to London as the Kangaroo Route. Involving stopovers in Darwin, 

Singapore, Calcutta, Karachi, and Tripoli, passengers spent the 93 travelling hours 

hopping from one city to the next. As referenced in the previous section, Budd explains 

that an airline’s livery becomes its visual identity that portrays the carrier’s home 

country.128 In this case, the Australian kangaroo comes to represent the nation as Qantas’ 

symbol, and vice-versa; it is both a way to identify the airline and Australia. The airline 

itself explains that the kangaroo “represents the history of commercial aviation in 

Australia…and a symbol of home for Australians travelling here and overseas.”129 

Stylized as a kangaroo in motion, the icon was once contained within the boundaries of 

the tailfin, but after a redesign in the late 2000s, the kangaroo symbol has become larger 

and protrudes downwards from the empennage. According to the airline, the new logo, 

creating a “sleeker and more contoured” version of the kangaroo, will “become the key 

element in the livery for the airline’s fleet and identify Qantas throughout the world.”130 

Qantas’ post-2007 aircraft livery consists of a white colored fuselage and red 

empennage upon which sits the white kangaroo logo with QANTAS stylized in soft, 

black italicized uppercase letters. Underneath or to the right hand side of the name, 

depending on the aircraft, “Spirit of Australia” is written in smaller gray italics. In 1994, 
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Qantas introduced specialized liveries dubbed by the airline as “flying art” in conjunction 

with Australian design studio, Balarinji. The first of which, called “Wunala Dreaming” 

was applied to two of the airline’s 747-400s, and other special liveries followed 

thereafter: another 747-400 sported “Nalanji Dreaming” and two 737-800s display 

“Yananyi Dreaming” and “Mendoowoorrji.” Mirroring Aboriginal designs and markings, 

these liveries focus on the Australian landscape, its territories, and historical sites.  

Mendoowoorrji is a representation of Aboriginal painter Paddy Bedford’s 

painting “Medicine Pocket” which evokes his mother’s homeland in the East Kimberly 

region of Western Australia.131 Similarly, “Yananyi Dreaming” was inspired by the 

dramatic landscape surrounding Uluru, also known as Ayers Rock, located in Australia’s 

Northern Territory. “Wunala Dreaming” illustrates the colors of Northern and Central 

Australia and represents the traditional Aboriginal dreamtime journeys while “Nalanji 

Dreaming” is a “celebration of the balance and harmony of nature in ‘our place’ 

Australia” with a lush palette representing the country’s tropical regions.132 Airlines do 

not randomly choose liveries for their company and aircraft as carriers strategically 

design and implement them to evoke particular cultural meanings and associations. For 

Qantas, these liveries come to represent Australia, and by displaying them as part of the 

airline’s livery, these designs become synonymous with Australia as they are now part of 

the Qantas fleet. In addition to special liveries such as the “flying art” pieces mentioned 

above, Qantas has regularly added decals or paint schemes to certain aircraft in 

celebration of, for instance, both domestic and international sporting events, such as the 

Rugby World Cup and the Commonwealth Games. In 2009, the airline unveiled a paint 

scheme celebrating the Australian National Football Team, the Socceroos, comprised of 
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the original livery with the addition of a large decal on the upper portion of the fuselage 

stating “Qantas Socceroos” in the team’s uniform colors. In addition, the airline 

commemorated its inaugural Airbus A380 non-stop service to Dallas, Texas by adding a 

cowboy hat and bandana on the empennage-placed kangaroo. The airline, through its 

choice of liveries, therefore represents Australian identity through a variety of cultural 

media which are uniquely Australian, such as native fauna, traditional Aboriginal 

designs, and sports, but also celebrates its global outreach as the nation’s aerial 

ambassador. 

2. The Couture of Boomerangs: Cabin Crew Uniforms and Service 

 

Raguraman addresses the roles of culture and dress aboard a national airline as part of its 

mission as a global ambassador and as representing its respected nation.133 For Qantas, 

the design of the airline’s uniforms and company culture represent its history in the 

Australian commercial aviation realm. Since 1938, Qantas has had ten uniform 

changes134 and their differences in style and color reflect the evolution of cabin crew 

uniforms throughout the evolution of the airline industry: a transition from the white 

nurse blouses of the 1940s to the contoured pill-box hat of the 1960s, continuing with 

colorful jackets, skirts, and blouses during the 1970s to professional business attire of 

suits and dress pants of the 1980s and 1990s. Qantas followed with this evolution trend 

and slowly developed uniforms with a specific Qantas flavor, such as embroidering large, 

gold kangaroo insignias on cabin crew blazers. The 1990s ushered in an era of cabin crew 

uniforms at Qantas focused on high-fashion and glamour. Designed by Yves Saint-

Laurent, royal scarves and blazers with a smaller kangaroo insignia mirroring the 
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airline’s tailfin design accented by white dress shirts with hints of red, blue, and gold 

became the new crew uniform from the late 1980s to 1994.135  

In 2003, the airline took a different approach towards uniform design. Instead of 

focusing on high-couture, the airline focused on domestic designers and eventually 

selected prototypes from Australian designer Peter Morrissey. Female flight attendants 

wore brown and tan colored blouses imprinted with boomerangs, a unique textile design 

called “Wirriyarra” created by the same design house behind Qantas’ “flying art” liveries. 

Similarly, male flight attendants wore the same motif on their ties accompanied by black 

Australian wool suits.136 This uniform with an “Australian edge” represented in the 

Wirriyarra design strove to “create a timeless, yet innovative blend of Aboriginal imagery 

and contemporary design.”137 According to the designer, the incorporation of the 

boomerang was integral in the design process because of its status as a “quintessential 

Australian symbol” that Australians could “embrace with a sense of common identity.”138 

This creation of a uniform essentially Australian in design, fabrication, and history and 

supported by Qantas evokes this sense of a common identity. Not only does the uniform 

become synonymous with Qantas but it becomes synonymous with Australia based on its 

association with the cabin crew. One could presumably look at the uniform and, based on 

the boomerang design and its iconic status as uniquely Australian, deduce that the 

uniform is Australian. It becomes a recognizable indicator of assurance, specifically for 

Australians abroad. As with the flags and national anthems of Anderson’s imagined 

communities, the symbols, shapes, and colors embedded within the Wirriyarra design 

represent the identity of the Australian imagined community near and far.  
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After ten years as the airline’s uniform for cabin crew and ground crew, 

Wirriyarra was retired. Qantas developed a different uniform with a fresh and 

contemporary range inspired by the airline’s logo which was also going through a change 

in design. An Australian designer again undertook the process but instead of utilizing 

earth tones, the new uniform boasts Qantas red, ruby red, and fuchsia colors (see Figure 

1). With this design, the airlines states that “employees will be visible regardless of 

whether they are on board or in the terminal.”139 The airline’s new safety information 

video broadcasted on all aircraft with In-flight entertainment (IFE) equipment also 

showcases the new uniforms. The opening scene captures a full cabin crew of pilots and 

flight attendants sporting the near uniforms while walking gracefully throughout 

Sydney’s Kingsford Smith Airport. This change in uniform and in livery could represent 

a change in Qantas’ airline culture focusing on a mixture of international and domestic 

networks. With the introduction of the Airbus A380 aircraft to Qantas’ fleet and 

deploying it on long-haul flights to Europe and North America, there is a heavy interest 

in modernization and glamour within the airline culture. However, the new image is not 

forsaking an Australian identity but instead encompassing more of a global and local 

approach. The colors of the uniform, all variants of the airline’s red livery, juxtaposed 

with Parisian black manteaux evoke the airline’s focus on being recognized as both the 

national airline of Australia and as a global carrier.   

3. Australia as Home: Advertising Campaigns  

 

Qantas’ company slogan is “Spirit of Australia” which is vividly part of the airline’s 

livery on every aircraft in the fleet. As mentioned previously, from a visual perspective, 

Qantas utilizes special livery designs to evoke Australian identity which connects the two 
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entities as one unit. The airline performs the same idea through its online and television 

advertising techniques and through content on its official website.  

On the airline’s webpage, there is a special section dedicated to different 

advertising campaigns throughout the years, outlining the focus of the campaign and the 

photos or videos associated with it. Qantas’ most recent advertising campaign is 

“Welcome Home” and focuses on five travelers, accompanied with their own voyaging 

vignettes, from a variety of ages and backgrounds flying back “home” to Australia on the 

flag carrier. We meet Alice, a twenty-eight year old travelling from London where she 

has spent the last eighteen months working, looking forward to “coming home” to see her 

mother and sister. There is also Charlotte, a seven-year-old unaccompanied minor who is 

returning to her parents in Australia from a vacation with her grandparents in Los 

Angeles. In the background of the written short excerpts are photos of the homecoming 

celebrations of embraces, smiles, and tears in the airport terminal. This campaign, 

focusing on international travel, promotes the idea that Qantas acts as the Australian 

aerial ambassador. The campaign states that no matter where passengers are, “when they 

see the red tail of the flying kangaroo, or get that friendly greeting as they board their 

Qantas flight, it feels like home.”140 Not only is Qantas physically transporting 

passengers “home” to Australia, but the airline, through its visual representations such as 

livery and design, along with the hospitality and culture aboard—which I will discuss 

further—is thus creating an Australian sense of place on board the aircraft, even while 

parked at Los Angeles.  

For a span of twelve years, the main advertising campaign of Qantas was “I Still 

Call Australia Home” (see Figure 2).  Named after a well-known Australian patriotic 
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song, a variety of Australian children’s choirs perform the piece in both English and in an 

aboriginal language. This campaign focused not on the cosmopolitan side of the nation 

but on the different territories and physical wonders of Australia. Beginning with the 

strains of a didgeridoo, the commercial features brightly lit and glistening aerial shots of 

Australian landscapes, transitioning to three dreary, rainy scenes of the Eiffel Tower in 

Paris, Big Ben in London, and the Great Wall of China. In all of these scenes, children 

from the choir, dressed in white, are shown singing and slowly joining in one by one until 

they all congregate atop a shining plateau in what seems to be an area of the Australian 

outback. The scene shifts to a Qantas A380 flying over a flat, brown Australia as “Spirit 

of Australia” appears towards the bottom of the scene. 

 This campaign represents the rugged, bright, yet beautiful Australia vastly 

different from the dreary, bustling cities of Paris and London as portrayed in the 

commercial. Still representing a homecoming as the “Welcome Home” campaign 

illustrates, this campaign however focuses on what Lutz and Collins deem an 

exotification of “the Other.”141 To Australians, this side of their home country is the wild 

beauty of the outback, providing a sense of nostalgia; for those abroad, it is a calling to 

discover the undisclosed and organic Australia. The commercial portrays the colors, the 

sunshine, and the vastness of the outback’s rugged beauty, not the bustling tourist 

destinations of Sydney, Melbourne, or Brisbane. Neither is the iconic Sydney Opera 

House featured nor the beaches of Cairns in Northern Australia in the commercial; it 

depicts a different, untamed side of Australia.  

In 2007, Qantas unveiled a different advertising technique, this time focused 

solely on domestic Australia. Highlighting both urban and rural cities and towns, this 
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campaign starred Qantas pilots, cabin crew, customer service officers, engineers, and 

airport staff, celebrating the airline’s commitment to rural and regional Australia.142 A 

pilot poses before a flight simulator at the training facility at Sydney’s Kingsford Smith 

Airport; a flight attendant deploys the airstairs at Mildura Regional Airport, disembarks, 

and proudly smiles by the door ready to greet her passengers; technicians inspect a Rolls-

Royce engine at a maintenance facility; another flight attendant stands before the original 

Qantas hangar to represent the airline’s “commitment to Australian heritage.”143 This 

shift to focusing on “Australian jobs and training” as one advert explained and the 

success of Qantas as a product of the people144 evoke a sense of national pride and 

ensuing airline support. Flying Qantas supports Australian jobs, and without the 

Australian people, Qantas would cease to exist. 

 This advertising campaign focusing on regional Australia redirects Qantas from 

being the nation’s international carrier to fulfilling both domestic and foreign routes, 

perhaps indicating a form of Raguraman’s “social obligations.” After the demise of 

Qantas’ competitor Ansett Australia in 2001, there was a void of air travel in regional and 

rural Australia. Australians viewed Ansett as the nation’s domestic airline as it serviced a 

variety of small towns and communities Qantas did not. Ansett’s closure left 32 

Australian towns without air service as routes.145 Perhaps this campaign serves as Qantas’ 

promise and continual commitment to regional and rural Australia which was hurt, and 

almost forgotten, after Ansett’s collapse. This commitment could, as Korossy would 

explain, lead to greater national and individualistic support towards Qantas as both the 

leading domestic and international carrier. 
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Shifting to the airline’s website marketing, I navigated throughout the welcome 

and homepages of Qantas’ official website to understand how Qantas portrays itself, 

Australia, or a combination of both through photos, layout, and design. The website is in 

the same color scheme as the airline’s livery: red and white. Signing in as beginning my 

trip from the United States, the homepage resembles that of other airlines: there is an area 

to book flights, sign in to one’s frequent flyer account, and learn about the journey on-

board the flight. In the middle of the page, there are scrolling photos depicting different 

aspects of Qantas or flying with Qantas. The first image is that of the airline’s flagship, 

the Airbus A380, flying over Sydney Harbor sporting a brown cowboy hat.  It states “say 

howdy to Australia. Now flying non-stop DFW (Dallas-Fort Worth International Airport, 

Dallas, TX) to SYD (Sydney’s Kingsford Smith Airport),” which is also the world’s 

longest scheduled flight146 (see Figure 3). The second photo shows a female flight 

attendant in the airline’s new uniform serving a passenger seated in business class a glass 

of wine (see Figure 4). The third photo displays the iconic kangaroo logo comprised of 

the names of Australian destinations juxtaposed with the phrase “Incredible air + land 

deals available now” (see Figure 5).  

Qantas is catering not only to a traveler looking to discover Australia but also the 

frequent business traveler wanting to experience business class aboard their A380 service 

from Dallas. The connection between the two cities and the route serviced by Australia’s 

flag carrier commands a certain tenet of hybridity. Not only does Qantas represent 

Australia, but with the inauguration of the DFW—SYD flights, Qantas equally represents 

Dallas and the link between the United States and Australia. The airline’s website 

represents Qantas’ flag carrier status as the purveyor of “all things Australia” but 
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surprisingly not in an overzealous attempt as I found with other flag carriers. With its 

kangaroo symbol, national support by both Australians and the Australian government, 

and its history in the national commercial aviation realm, Qantas is synonymous with 

Australia in the mind of the voyager. However, with competition from Virgin Australia, 

which describes itself as a mélange of low-cost and glamor, on domestic routes and on 

the coveted Los Angeles—Sydney line, the mind of the traveler could perhaps stray from 

flying the traditional flag carrier to Virgin’s inexpensive fare, an issue which I address 

further. 

After the collapse of Ansett in 2001, Qantas became the sole international and 

large domestic airline of Australia. At the same time, fledgling budget airline Virgin Blue 

provided service to many of the towns that were left without air routes after Ansett’s 

collapse. Over the ensuing years, Virgin Blue expanded and became a competitor of 

Qantas. Now renamed as Virgin Australia, the airline has left its beginnings as a low-cost 

carrier (LCC) and transformed into a quasi-full-service carrier, still offering lower fares 

but enhanced in-flight services and amenities such as business class cabins and airport 

lounges to better compete with Qantas’ stronghold on the business traveler market. As 

Virgin does not fall under the limits of the Qantas Sale Act of 1992, the airline is able to 

accrue financing from foreign carriers. Air New Zealand, Etihad Airlines, and Singapore 

Airlines hold stakes in Virgin Australia, which Qantas CEO Alan Joyce perceives as an 

“unfair regulatory advantage.”147  

It still seems that based on the Sale Act, continued government-funded support, 

and a conglomerate on coveted international routes, politicians and the Australian 

government favor Qantas because of its status as the nation’s flag carrier. Qantas is the 
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history of Australian aviation and perhaps this grandfathering is its saving grace amidst 

stiff competition from Virgin Australia. Australians and foreigners alike identify 

Australia through Qantas, and vice-versa. Its design, advertising, and crew culture have 

influenced this notion throughout the years, and with further development, the status of 

Qantas as the true “Spirit of Australia” will remain.  
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B. Case Study 2. Creating Place through Five Senses: Garuda Indonesia 
 

The nation of Indonesia, comprised of more than 18,000 islands, is Anderson’s prime 

example illustrating the creation of an imagined community. After gaining independence 

from the Netherlands in the 1940s, a nationalistic vigor created Indonesia. Referred to as 

the Netherlands East Indies and the Malay Archipelago, the name “Indonesia” was 

fashioned and utilized by nationalist groups as a method of political expression and 

distancing the previous colony to anything European in nature. The Indonesian language, 

Bahasa Indonesia, came into “self-conscious existence” and evolved from an unofficial 

lingua-franca to a de facto national language.148 In an attempt to unite the inhabitants of 

Indonesia post-independence, nationalists coined and enacted the language and the term 

“Indonesia” to encompass all people regardless of their location within the archipelago. 

Whether the inhabitants spoke a regional language or did not, when speaking Bahasa 

Indonesia, they became members of the Indonesian imagined community, building a 

“particular solidarity."149  

To serve the newly formed nation of Indonesia, the Indonesian government 

created Garuda Indonesian Airways in 1949. The airline itself has faced a negative safety 

record and financial hardships throughout the decades but after going through a recent 

rebranding and restructuring process in 2009, Garuda today exemplifies the nation’s 

culture and history in the forms of design and service to create a sense of Indonesia for 

voyagers. The rebranding of Garuda Indonesia, the current stylization of the carrier’s 

name, focuses on the five senses of sight, sound, scent, taste, and touch in representing 

Indonesia for passengers on-board and while abroad. Firstly, I will examine the livery of 

the airline, followed by the on-board service and culture, and then I will present analysis 
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of the airline’s website to holistically understand how the airline creates a sense of place 

for travelers both before and during the journey.  

1. Indonesian Hospitality: Design, Livery, and Uniforms 

 

In Hinduism, the Garuda is a divine bird-like creature that has transcended its religious 

association to become a national symbol within Indonesia. Related to the concept of the 

Greek mythological phoenix, the Garuda is also Indonesia’s national emblem and existed 

in Hindu and Buddhist temples throughout the archipelago before Dutch colonialism. 

First President of Indonesia Soekarno bestowed the name “Garuda” to the new airline 

from an early twentieth century Dutch poem written by Noto Soeroto, a Javanese prince: 

“I am Garuda, Vishnu’s bird, spreading my wings high above your islands.”150 Garuda’s 

initial livery reflected the colors of the Indonesian flag, red and white, in a literal sense: a 

painted white fuselage with a red cheatline running across the length of the airframe and 

“Garuda Indonesian Airways” stylized in red print in the center.  

As the airline increased the number of international flights and acquired larger 

airplanes, such as McDonnell Douglas DC-10s and Airbus A300s, Garuda revamped its 

livery. The fuselage’s color remained white; however, the cheatlines were expanded in 

size and color. Instead of a single red cheatline, the airline added an orange one 

underneath and the motif continued across the entire airframe and tailfin. The word 

“Garuda” changed its position to the tailfin while “Indonesian Airways,” albeit in 

lowercase letters, remained on the fuselage. In the mid-1980s, the airline again revamped 

its livery, trading out the orange and red scheme for a blue palette with an updated garuda 

bird displayed on the tailfin. Garuda contracted the Landor Associates, a global brand 

consulting firm, to create this new identity, highlighting the airline’s focus on 
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“Indonesian hospitality.”151 The company developed the new garuda-bird logo “which 

illustrates the concept of Indonesian hospitality wherever it travels,”152 and the motif of 

the airline’s colors in the cabin and of the uniforms combine to equally express that 

concept. The relationship between Landor and Garuda continued as the airline purchased 

newer aircraft models and added more international routes, leading to another corporate 

makeover in the late 2000s headed by Landor which saw Garuda leave the list of airlines 

banned in the European Union for safety reasons, join the SkyTeam airline alliance, and 

make record breaking profits after years in debt. This program of rebranding, named 

“Quantum Leap,” was the airline’s attempt to become a five-star airline by 2015 which it 

achieved in late 2014.153 Both colors and modernization represent the airline’s focus on 

providing warm hospitality and visually advertising the “natural colors and traditional 

motifs of Indonesia.”154 

 Garuda also redesigned the interiors of its fleet to mirror the new livery as part of 

the Quantum Leap initiative. Terracotta brown, orange, and brick-red colors dominate the 

aircraft cabins juxtaposed by the “convenience of modern in-flight entertainment on the 

aircraft.”155 Three types of menus, regional Indonesian, European, and Middle Eastern, 

are available for Business Class passengers on long-haul flights. Some select flights also 

offer a “chef on-board” for First and Business Class passengers, and Skytrax recently 

awarded Garuda’s Economy Class as “World’s Best Economy Class.”156 Such attentive 

and awarded service represents Garuda’s concept of hospitality, but aside from the menu 

selection, where is the “Indonesian” part of this focus? It is through other visual means 

that illustrate the Indonesian identity of the on-board service, specifically through cabin 

crew uniforms and the five senses service concept. 
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 As part of the most recent redesign of the airline and company, Garuda’s flight 

attendants and other staff members, including ground crew and office staff, received new 

uniforms based on the nation’s “batik” method of cloth design. UNESCO most recently 

designated the Indonesian batik design with an “Intangible Cultural Heritage of 

Humanity” protective status as batik holds “rich symbolism related to community” and 

“provides Indonesian people with a sense of identity and continuity.”157 Female flight 

attendants wear a modified kebaya inspired by batik which creates a “sophisticated and 

elegant look” with the Indonesian philosophical value of “distinguished light in life.”158 

As kebaya is a common dress throughout Southeast Asia, the flight attendants of 

Singapore Airlines, Malaysia Airlines, and Garuda wear a unique version of the garment. 

Adorned with the Indonesian batik motif, the garment therefore becomes uniquely 

Indonesian, mirroring Keillor and Hult’s emphasis on national identity as a method of 

differentiating between cultures. The colors of the uniform themselves also represent 

Indonesian cultural attributes: Tosca green evokes a fresh, tropical look; orange brings a 

warm, friendly, and dynamic impression; and blue represents reliability, trust, 

timelessness, and serenity.159 For male flight attendants, the uniform mirrors traditional 

business attire of a gray suit jacket but accompanied with a silk tie in a batik design. With 

uniforms inspired by the uniquely Indonesian batik motif, Garuda showcases and 

introduces this cultural piece to the international world. For the traveler, the 

amalgamation of the on-board service and visual expressions through uniforms and 

colors thus creates a sense of place that is uniquely Indonesian. The airline also plays 

traditional Indonesian music for travelers to experience Indonesia,160 and currently, 

Garuda is in the process of developing unique scents of essential oils from native flora for 
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the passenger cabin, providing a “fresh, Indonesian experience” for those on-board.161 

The garuda-bird, the symbolic colors of the uniform and livery, the service aspect of 

Indonesian hospitality represented in cabin crew service and presentation, and the 

introduction of Indonesian music, scents, and cuisine equally express Indonesian national 

identity wherever Garuda flies. The new image also represents Garuda’s transition from a 

failing, blacklisted airline to a profitable five-star airline, one of only eight in the world, 

seven of which are Southeast and East Asian carries.  

2. Discover the Exotic Indonesia: Website Advertising 

 

Mirroring other international airlines’ websites, potential passengers must first select 

their country of origin in order to select flights on Garuda’s webpage. Since Garuda does 

not fly to the United States, I first selected Indonesia as my country of origin to continue. 

The booking page displays scrolling photos that serve as advertisements for different 

cities serviced by Garuda in  Southeast Asia, and at the time of my visit, Indonesian 

travelers were being enticed to “discover the beauty of Kuala Lumpur” with a special 

price offer from Jakarta (see Figure 6). Towards the bottom of the page, Garuda 

prominently displays their “Best Cabin Crew” medal awarded by Skytrax just below the 

notice of their recent addition to the SkyTeam alliance.  I then wanted to see how Garuda 

advertises and showcases Indonesia to foreign travelers. I switched my location of 

residence to the United Kingdom, and the series of scrolling photos changed content. The 

first photo depicts a line of about twenty Indonesian women dressed in white and orange 

traditional clothing walking along a beach, all sporting a certain style of headdress (see 

Figure 7). The phrase “Garuda Indonesia, Now a Proud Member of The SkyTeam 

Alliance” is placed to the left of the scene under which is written “Discover the World’s 
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Best [sic] on your way to exotic Indonesia.” Missing from this webpage screen is the 

airline’s gold medal award. Instead, there is another scrolling photo celebrating the 

airline’s accomplishment depicting four female flight attendants wearing Garuda’s new 

uniforms in orange, purple, green, and fuchsia walking down a contemporary airport 

concourse. The phrase “proud to take Indonesia to the world stage” is stylized to the right 

of the photo under which rests the gold seal for “World’s Best Cabin Crew 2014” (see 

Figure 8). 

Garuda utilizes two types of advertising to represent the airline, Indonesia, and in 

attracting travelers: exotification and professionalism. The choice of utilizing Indonesian 

women in traditional dress beckoning voyagers to “discover exotic Indonesia,” which 

reflects Lutz and Collins’ notion of “the Other.” Race, as they state, can be an 

“organizing substructure to narratives told about the region” and thus a method of 

advertising, as reflected in Garuda’s choice.162 With females presented in this manner, a 

“survey of beauty” becomes a focal point of advertising while showcasing the 

“foreignness” of Indonesia, presenting a mélange of naturalism and eroticism. The 

woman represent this exoticism on the surface through dress and makeup but the 

additional photo of the four flight attendants in Garuda’s new crew uniforms present a 

professional side of the carrier and therefore of Indonesia. As mentioned previously in 

this study, the use of flight attendants as methods of advertisement by flag carriers is 

equally prevalent through Garuda’s website marketing techniques. The webpage even has 

a special section devoted to the carrier’s flight attendants where future passengers can see 

photos of flight attendants and read their short biographies (see Figure 9). However, 

Garuda does not showcase any of their male flight attendants neither in this section nor 
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on the website itself. Different pages of the site, such as under the service concept 

categories, feature female flight attendants posing in front of picturesque Indonesian 

landscape, reinforcing the female exoticness of Garuda’s advertising. The awards Garuda 

has received not only represent the modernization of the carrier but of the country itself. 

Garuda is no longer an airline viewed “too dangerous to fly”163 due to its safety history, 

and the advertisements showcasing awards and the professionalism of cabin crew 

members, albeit with a hint of exoticism, represent the overall transition of the carrier and 

of Indonesia. With its flag carrier now a five-star airline, Garuda represents Indonesia 

even greater in terms of impeccable service, hospitality, safety, and quality.  
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C. Case Study 3. Africa’s Most Awarded Airline: South African Airways  
 

Founded as Union Airways in 1934, South African Airways (SAA) has evolved over the 

decades from a pariah company under apartheid to being awarded by Skytrax as the “Best 

Airline in Africa” in 2012.164 With a mixture of Boeing and Airbus airplanes in service, 

SAA operates one of the youngest fleets with an average age of 9.4 years.165 With its first 

international service operated in 1945 between Johannesburg and London, a route known 

as the Springbok Service, SAA entered into global aerial ambassador status. The airline 

continued to grow in physical size, route networks, and passenger numbers, yet SAA 

faced a downturn in a global welcome as the South African government introduced its 

apartheid policies starting in 1948. Nonetheless, SAA continued to invest in additional 

routes and new airplanes: de Havilland Comets were introduced in the 1950s, followed 

by Lockheed Constellations, Douglas DC-7s, and Boeing 707s, all operating the signature 

Springbok Service route at one point in their lifetimes with the company. SAA 

commenced routes to New York, Sydney, and Rio de Janeiro in the late 1950s and early 

1960s as the airline continued to advance globally with their new equipment.166  

 In 1963, many African countries refused over-flying rights for SAA and other 

South African airlines to protest South Africa’s apartheid regime. Therefore, SAA had to 

invest in longer-rang aircraft, such as the Boeing 747SP, to fly around the bulge of West 

Africa on services to Europe and North America. According to Pirie, these decisions by 

African nations to withdraw landing rights to South African operators were part of a 

political strategy to cripple the governments of the last minority white-ruled states.167 

Regional air routes between South Africa and other African nations were dissolved, 
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leaving only a few remaining routes available between countries which were still on 

friendly terms with the nation.  

After the end of apartheid in the early 1990s, the global aviation community 

welcomed SAA: regional flights within Africa resumed and SAA branched out on an 

exponential level internationally to cities in Asia, Europe, and South America but then 

sharply decreased these connections as the airline emphasized regional networking. For 

instance, after sanctions ended in 1994, SAA introduced flights to Manchester, Sofia, 

Luxembourg, and Milan, but by 1997, the airline terminated these services. Between 

1994 and 2003, SAA’s international air service steadily declined between five and six 

percent each year.168 Rio de Janeiro lost service in 2000, as did Miami in 2003. However, 

regional air networks between South Africa and other African nations grew exponentially 

over the decade. In 1994, SAA flights serviced 27 airports in a variety of Southern 

African countries, and by 2003, the airline operated to 44 airports throughout Southern 

Africa.169 With the theory presented by both Korossy and Raguraman, as the flag carrier 

of South Africa, SAA has therefore represented the nation and its government, both 

during and after apartheid. Presently, SAA has prioritized regional networking as 

opposed to an emphasis on international routes to become not simply the flag carrier of 

South Africa but an “African” airline, or as the airline’s slogan puts it, “an African airline 

with a global reach.”170 Even with this emphasis on regional expansion, this section will 

address how SAA represents South Africa during and after apartheid and how it 

continually constructs a sense of South Africa albeit focusing on an intra-African 

presence and network.  
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1. From “Die Vlieënde Springbok” to the “Horizon Mark”: Livery & Design 

 

As with Qantas, the original symbol of SAA was of native fauna—the springbok, an 

antelope-gazelle animal of Southern Africa. The springbok was not only the flying 

mascot of SAA but it is also the nickname of South Africa’s rugby team, the name of a 

South African city, and most importantly, the present callsign of SAA. In commercial 

aviation, callsigns are used by airlines in radio communications between flights and air 

traffic control—they designate the airline in question. Some callsigns are simply the 

airline’s name, such as “American” for American Airlines and “United” for United 

Airlines, whereas others, like “Speedbird” for British Airways, and “Springbok” for 

SAA, have both historical and cultural meanings. The springbok has become uniquely 

South African albeit the European history of the country—its Eurocentric name reflects 

the Dutch colonialism which founded the nation. Therefore, the springbok, as applied to 

SAA aircraft, uniforms, and designation, became the international symbol for South 

Africa.  

 Since 1934, SAA implemented the springbok as part of the airline’s livery. 

Displayed prominently on the empennage of its aircraft, SAA rebranded the Flying 

Springbok over the years but still retained it as an integral symbol of the airline. Until 

1997, SAA branded its fleet in the colors of the South African flag: a white fuselage 

accented with blue and orange cheatlines paired with a bright orange colored tailfin on 

which rested the Flying Springbok. In this livery scheme, “South African Airways” was 

written in English on one side and in Afrikaans on the other. For many non-white South 

Africans and people outside South Africa, the blue, orange, and white flag came to 
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symbolize the apartheid government under which it was commissioned, and with the 

airline reflecting these colors in its livery, it too represented apartheid.  

Even after the end of white-minority rule in the 1990s, for many black South 

Africans, the airline’s unchanged livery still evoked the apartheid-era and did not 

represent the post-apartheid rainbow nation concept. Therefore, SAA rebranded its image 

in 1997 and retired the Flying Springbok and the orange and blue colors. The airline also 

dropped the Afrikaans translation from its name and restyled it solely in English as 

“South African.” The current tailfin design is an adaptation of the post-apartheid South 

African flag which also serves as the airline’s emblem referred to as the “Horizon Mark.” 

Only the retention of “springbok” as the airline’s callsign hints at SAA’s past-identity.  

 As part of the airline’s livery, SAA named its aircraft after South African cities, 

landmarks, native wildlife, and topography. The airline christened a 747-300 

“Johannesburg” after the nation’s largest metropolis, along with “Vaal,” a river, and 

“Drakensberg,” a mountain chain. Similarly, an Airbus A320 sported the name “Hadeda” 

after a native Ibis species and Boeing 747-400 “Ibhayi” took its name from a township in 

Port Elizabeth. The system of aircraft naming dates to the early days of aviation when 

aviators would nickname their equipment, forming a close bond between pilot and 

machine. Pan American named their aircraft after famous figures, world cities, 

landmarks, and other topography such as “Clipper America,” “Clipper Dallas,” and the 

infamous “Clipper Maid of the Seas” that crashed in Lockerbie, Scotland. American 

airline JetBlue carries the “blue” motif in the naming of their aircraft, such as “Sung Song 

Blue” and “It Had to be Blue.”  



65 

 

Whether humorous or not, the naming of aircraft is highly symbolic, and this 

practice is utilized by many airlines throughout the world. Anthropologist Keith Basso, 

who performed fieldwork among the Cibicue Apache of North America, explains the 

power of naming within society. When a person or agent gives an area or object a name, 

the name itself is symbolic in nature—it wishes to impart some form of knowledge. 

Basso illustrates that Apache place names are meant to symbolize and reinforce cultural 

customs through the stories behind the name itself.171 There is a reason why SAA named 

its aircraft after mountain ranges, rivers, and native fauna, and as to why other airlines 

perform the same action. Airlines utilize names to express the cultural significance of the 

nation in question. “Drakensberg” is part of South Africa as is the flag on the fuselage; 

there is only one “Vaal” river and it is uniquely South African. The imagined community 

of South Africa, as Anderson would put it, rallies behind the idea of being South African, 

and expresses and reinforces this identity by naming aircraft in the flag carrier’s fleet 

after features which they perceive to be “South African.”  

After the end of apartheid, there seems to have been a shift in the way SAA 

named its aircraft. Other parts of South Africa perhaps once deemed undesirable or not 

“South African” for example. Ibhayi, the township in Port Elizabeth, and place names not 

restricted to English or Afrikaans were being represented by the SAA fleet to capture the 

rainbow nation, thus incorporating all aspects of being “South African” and not purely 

the white version. Presently, SAA has ceased the tradition of naming aircraft, however, a 

select few continue to fly both regional and international routes.  

Like the “flying art” of Qantas, SAA introduced Ndizani in the mid-1990s. 

Painted on one of SAA’s 747-300s, the aircraft, stylized in the colors of the new national 
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flag and of the South African rainbow nation, symbolized the change occurring within the 

country. For passengers, it “carried the hopes of the nation” wherever it flew, even while 

transporting South African Olympic competitors to the 1996 Summer Olympic Games in 

Atlanta, Georgia.172 Meaning “flying to new heights” in isiZulu, SAA introduced Ndizani 

to show South Africa’s support for its national Olympic team and to support Cape Town 

in its bid for the 2004 Summer Olympics. After experiencing Ndizani in-flight, 

passengers even remarked how the airplane “enhanced their national pride” while 

traveling on board173 and the plane served as a representation of the “new” South Africa 

on a global scale. Ndizani flew for the last time in 2004 when the 747 was retired from 

service, leaving many South Africans to call for another special livery design. In 2012, 

SAA unveiled an Airbus A340-300 painted in a similar design mirroring the national flag 

but adorned with images of South Africa’s national sports heroes in celebration of the 

2012 Summer Olympics in London, England.174  

  The livery changes SAA has faced over the years therefore reflect the 

transformations both the South African government and the nation underwent, 

reinforcing the relationship between flag carrier and nation as one entity. The national 

colors of blue, orange, and white, along with the Flying Springbok, were originally 

fashioned into the airline’s livery. The airline’s name was stylized in both English and 

Afrikaans, the two languages spoken by white South Africans, the latter the most 

prevalent by those constructing and enforcing apartheid. After rebranding in the late 

1990s, SAA emerged as the flag carrier of the rainbow nation with a new livery, logo, 

and company image. Not only could SAA now focus on being the aerial ambassador of 
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the new South Africa but the airline could now concentrate on once banned intra-African 

expansion.   

2. Expressing the Rainbow Nation: Crew Uniforms and Service 

 

As SAA’s livery transitioned after the end of apartheid, so did cabin crew uniforms and 

service to reflect the new rainbow nation. From the 1970s until 1997, SAA’s crew 

uniforms carried the same Springbok motif in different manners. SAA stewardesses of 

the 1970s wore a light blue jacket and skirt over a white blouse along with a matching 

pill-box hat adorned with a Flying Springbok. They also sported a black company bag 

with “South African Airways” written in both English and Afrikaans boasting a Flying 

Springbok in the center.175 Flight crews could also add gold Flying Springbok pins to the 

ensemble. In 1992, SAA revamped the uniform and traded the blue for a classy black, 

red, and gold palette with the Flying Springbok embroidered on suit jackets ornamented 

with matching gold Flying Springbok buttons. The Flying Springbok equally appeared on 

the uniform’s gold belt buckle and as part of the wing pins worn by crew members. Even 

though the airline shifted from its national blue colored uniforms, the Flying Springbok 

emblazoned uniforms of the 1990s performed the same duty of associating the crew 

members and the airline to the country and vice-versa. 

 After the airline’s rebranding in 1997, SAA retired the springbok logo altogether 

and introduced new uniforms to accurately represent the new South Africa. Female flight 

attendants currently wear navy blue jackets and long skirts with either a darker blue or 

white blouse underneath, accompanied by a colorful, flowing scarf with a Horizon Mark 

motif. Male flight attendants wear the same color motif with a black or blue tie instead of 

the scarf. The wing pin still carries a similar design to the one worn by SAA crew 
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members in the years prior, but again, the Horizon Mark logo now replaces the Flying 

Springbok of old. Generally, livery, company restructuring, and a change in uniform 

design go hand-in-hand in commercial aviation either to represent the new direction of 

the company or to give the airline a “fresher” appearance. At SAA, it was imperative for 

the airline to restructure and change all aspects of design and image. Under the same 

colors, South Africans and foreigners alike still viewed SAA as the airline of exiled 

apartheid-era South Africa. As the government and country were both undergoing periods 

of change after the end of apartheid, SAA had to also represent that change because of its 

flag carrier status. The Flying Springbok no longer supported the identity of the new 

South Africa and, as one Afrikaans journalist explained, the old national colors of blue, 

orange, and white were now obsolete and “symbolic of a bygone era.”176 South Africa 

was now the rainbow nation and as the country’s aerial ambassador, SAA needed to 

express this new identity. 

 The identity change also affected the airline’s in-flight magazine which itself is a 

purveyor of both an airline’s image and of its destinations. Until 1997, SAA printed its 

magazine in both English and Afrikaans under the name “Flying Springbok/Vlieënde 

Springbok” As the restructuring process began, the airline hosted a staff-wide naming 

contest for the new in-flight magazine, and a name which reflected the new corporate 

identity would be chosen.177 SAA selected the name “Sawubona,” meaning “greetings” 

or “hello” in isiZulu, and implemented the change shortly thereafter. A focus on 

international destinations along with South African treasures graced the pages instead of 

articles written in Afrikaans, a content and name change, as S.J. Neethling puts it, to 

“take on an African character” when the previous name and content “had a more 
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Eurocentric ring to it” and could not be “link[ed] to the continent.”178 This transition, 

along with the changes in livery and uniform, supports SAA’s image rebranding from 

quasi-supporter of apartheid to, as its post-apartheid slogan described, “Africa’s Warmest 

Welcome” representing the new South Africa.  

3. Advertising the Republic and Southern Africa 

 

SAA’s present company slogan is “Africa’s Most Awarded Airline” expressing the 

numerous awards the company has won from organizations since 2001. On the airline’s 

webpage, there is even special section detailing these awards and the airline’s 

achievements. Most recently, Skytrax, the same company that awarded SAA a four-star 

rating based on its quality performance, bestowed the title of “Best Airline in Africa” to 

the flag carrier in 2012.179 According to its vision statement, SAA yearns to become “an 

African airline with global reach,” not exclusively “South African” but “African” in 

nature. Looking at both television and print advertisements, along with content and layout 

of its official webpage, I found that SAA aims to represent its home country and 

specifically Southern Africa as perhaps the airline of both areas while still retaining a 

“South African” identity. 

During the times of the blue, orange, and white livery and when “South African 

Airways” was written in both English and Afrikaans, SAA focused its print and 

electronic advertisements on precisely those demographics: English and Afrikaans 

speakers. For instance, SAA had radio and television jingles of men singing “the going’s 

great, the Boeing’s great, with South African Airways” in both languages promoting 

international travel to Europe to a selected audience. Similarly, print advertisements 

illustrated SAA’s eight international routes and the “pampering” service experience while 
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on board. At that time, SAA’s focus was on the South African traveler voyaging abroad 

and not on enticing travel to South Africa mainly because of the nation’s pariah state 

while under apartheid. As journalist Debora Patta explains, South Africa was not 

welcomed anywhere credible in the world,180 and since the majority of black African 

states refused SAA to operate flights to their respected countries, the only market SAA 

could operate were domestic flights and select international routes.  

In the years after the end of apartheid, SAA’s marketing strategy could focus on 

enticing both South Africans and foreigners alike to travel. Pirie explains that the 

changing geography of South Africa’s overseas air links from 1994 to 2003 “accords 

with entrenched economic and social interaction.”181 Having shunned apartheid, he states 

that “foreigners were eager to celebrate and experience the ‘rainbow nation.’”182 No 

longer restricted to certain boundaries, SAA advertisements popped up in a multitude of 

cities within Africa and abroad. For instances, double-decker buses in Hong Kong 

became billboards for the airline stating “the only airline flying direct from Hong Kong to 

Cape Town” against the iconic orange, blue, and white livery accompanied with images 

of flamingos and birds in-flight, welcoming all travelers to experience the new rainbow 

nation.  

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, SAA broadcasted a television advertisement 

called “One Flag” which depicted scenes of South African landscape, flora, fauna, and 

people socializing in a variety of scenes. Throughout the video, a male narrator describes 

not only the scenes at hand but what it is to be “South African.” He states “our 

handshakes mean peace, love, and understanding,” as two businessmen greet each other 

and “because we think ‘robots’ are ‘robots’” as the camera focuses on a traffic signal, 
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presenting a shared South African identity through the use of a uniquely South African 

English term. He continues, “our past is as bad as our future is good” as the commercial 

presents scenes of two men crying and holding their heads while testifying at the Truth 

and Reconciliation Hearings. The advertisement ends with this uniting phrase as a South 

African Airways 737-200 rotates from a runway: “we sing two anthems and have eleven 

languages, yet we fly one flag.” This advertisement focuses on South African identity by 

describing the new South Africa, the rainbow nation the airline is aiming to represent. 

Mirroring Qantas’ “I Still Call Australia Home” advertising campaign, this commercial 

depicts the post-apartheid South Africa of community and diversity, as Pirie states, 

foreigners were eager to experience. 

Other SAA print ads depict African fauna, such as flamingos, hippopotamuses, 

and giraffes on board an SAA plane, national events such as the 2010 World Cup held in 

South Africa, and destinations not only within South Africa but throughout Southern 

Africa. There are advertisements portraying Tanzania and Namibia, even going as far 

north to Kenya. Indeed, SAA is advertising as South Africa’s national airline yet it is also 

representing other African countries, reinforcing its vision as an African airline while still 

retaining a commitment to its home country.   

When visiting SAA’s official website, it first directs the traveler to a welcome 

page to choose his or her location and language (see Figure 10). Above the selection bar, 

SAA’s logo, name and “A Star Alliance Member” are both positioned on the top center 

of the page. At the very bottom of the page is the following statement:  

“At South African Airways, we are the proud national airline of South Africa. We 

offer great value flights to and from South Africa as well as within our beautiful 

country. We are committed to the highest standards in everything we do and aim 
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to deliver a world-class experience on every flight. Plan and book your flights 

with us and experience why we are one of the leading airlines in Africa.”  

At this point, SAA is clearly stating that it is the national airline of South Africa—its 

raison d’être—but explains that the carrier also serves other nations throughout Southern 

Africa. The very bottom of the booking page (see Figure 11) houses a piece of 

information mirroring the statement on the welcome page, yet this description takes the 

company’s vision into consideration: 

“Welcome to South African Airways, we offer great value flights to South Africa, 

as well as other destinations including Namibia, Mauritius, and Harare, 

Zimbabwe.” 

Here is where SAA announces its company vison of “an African airline with a global 

reach.” Through this statement, the airline explains that while it is the designated flag 

carrier of South Africa, it also flies to neighboring countries and cities, emphasizing the 

focus on intra-African route networks. Yet while aboard, regardless where the final 

destination may be, the traveler will still be part of the South African experience and part 

of South Africa while flying SAA. The offering of South African wines will not stop 

simply because one is flying from Johannesburg to Harare just as the flight attendants 

will not change their uniforms because the plane has crossed the South African border on 

its way to Windhoek, Namibia. Even though SAA is yearning to become “an African 

airline with global reach,” it will still remain “South African” not only because of its 

status as the nation’s flag carrier but because of its image, design, and identity.  

 On domestic flights, SAA introduced multi-lingual greetings in English, 

Afrikaans, Zulu, and Sotho, and on international flights, flight attendants greeted 

passengers in the relevant language of their destination.183 During the apartheid era, SAA 

did not segregate its planes in any matter. Johannesburg’s Jan Smuts Airport was also not 
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segregated as under apartheid, the government classified both SAA and the airport as 

“international” facilities and thus exempt from the provisions of the Separate Amenities 

Act.184 Passengers and crew-members alike who flew with SAA during the 1980s 

remarked at how each guest was treated with the utmost respect and concern, regardless 

of the color of his or her skin. With this in mind, the on-board culture of SAA was vastly 

different from the social regulations of the nation at that time. But even with this 

difference, the international public still viewed SAA as a proponent of apartheid. Along 

with South African embassies, anti-apartheid protestors picketed SAA’s ticket offices. 

Such activity even caused the airline’s London office to close down thrice in one day.185 

Referenced by the protests and airline image, SAA was synonymous with the South 

African government and apartheid regime, promoting the idea that the country and airline 

were, and are, one-in-the-same.  

South African Airways expresses South African identity both in the past and present 

and underwent changes to reflect the radical transformations the country faced. Steadily, 

SAA came to represent all South Africans through its company rebranding and 

restructuring. Once regarded as an aerial apartheid ambassador, SAA made history in 

1995 at the Rugby World Cup. Made famous by the 2009 film “Invictus,” with the 

entirety of South Africa rallying behind the Springbok Rugby team, a 747 in the blue, 

orange, and white livery flew over the Ellis Park Stadium in Johannesburg painted with 

the words “Good Luck, Bokke,” the Afrikaans nickname for the team. This intense 

display of airline patriotism towards both team and country illustrated the development of 

the airline as an integral emblem of all South Africans and the rainbow nation.186 Later 

came the color and uniform changes, yet the retention of the springbok callsign is highly 
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symbolic. Its continued usage not only represents the history and past-identity of the 

airline but also its uniqueness, that regardless of livery change, company change, or route 

network, the airline will perpetually remain “South African” and an emblem of South 

African identity.  
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D. Case Study 4. The Airline of Colombia and of the Americas: Avianca  
 

Founded at the end of 1919 as Colombo-German Air Transport Society (SCADTA), 

Avianca, the flag carrier of Colombia, is one of the oldest airlines in existence. Based in 

the nation’s capital of Bogota, the airline flies to over 100 destinations in 26 countries 

and has a mixture of Boeing and Airbus equipment in service. As the largest airline in 

Colombia and the second largest in Latin America, Avianca recently merged with leading 

Salvadorian flag carrier TACA in 2009 and thereafter acquired seven other Latin 

American airlines under its Avianca Holdings name. Companies such as AeroGal of the 

Galapagos Islands and Lasca of Costa Rica were eventually rebranded as Avianca 

Ecuador and Avianca Costa Rica respectively in both trading and logo identity. Mirroring 

South African Airways’ vision of intra-continental expansion and networking, Avianca 

wishes to be “the leading Latin American airline preferred around the world”187 and not 

solely the flag carrier of Colombia.  

Avianca has had a history of both expansion and of loss throughout its existence. 

Once a joint creation between Germany and Colombia, Pan American World Airways of 

the United States took a stake in the company in the late 1930s. Influenced by the U.S. 

State Department, Pan Am and the Colombian government pushed the German identity 

away from SCADTA by firing the airline’s 80 German employees and renaming the 

carrier AVIANCA, an acronym for “National Colombian Airways.” Pan Am then held a 

64 percent share of the company with the Colombian government holding the remaining 

portion, a drop from Pan Am’s 80 percent stake the year before.188 In the following years, 

Avianca entered the jet age and expanded its international routes, being the first Latin 

American airline to have Boeing 747 jumbo jets in its fleet and gaining more 
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independence from Pan Am’s stronghold. However, throughout the 1980s, the airline ran 

up debts totaling $170 million US and was heavily overstaffed.189 Public perception of 

the airline equally changed: the airline’s on-time performance dropped sharply from 66 

percent in 1986 to 32 percent in 1988 and agents found 450 kilos of drugs aboard 

Avianca’s planes in the prior year.190  

With increased government support towards fighting drug suppliers and 

traffickers, the drug cartels that used Avianca planes to transport their goods retaliated 

with violence. In 1989, a bomb planted by Pablo Escobar’s Medellin drug cartel 

destroyed Avianca Flight 203 in-flight in an attempt to assassinate a popular Colombian 

presidential candidate who favored ending the power of Colombian drug cartels.191 

However, the candidate missed the flight and assumed the presidency the following year, 

but the public and government understood the message against the national airline. The 

airline’s image was shattered and public support continually dropped until the Colombian 

government deregulated the country’s aviation industry. Now with competition from 

other regional and international airlines, Avianca invested millions of dollars into fleet 

revitalization and expansion.  

After the merger between Avianca and TACA in 2009 and its acquisition of other 

Latin American airlines, including those which were once flag carriers, Avianca posted a 

$114.7 million US profit in the fourth quarter of 2013, a 31.8 percent improvement with 

an additional five percent increase in passenger loads.192 The restructuring of the airline 

reflects its vision of being the preferred Latin American airline. In this section, I will 

explain how Avianca creates a sense of Colombia in-flight and through advertisements 
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but also incorporating other areas and destinations of Latin American in its identity to 

reflect its company vision. 

1. Traditional and Global Chic: Livery and Design  

Until its independence from Pan Am’s stronghold, Avianca’s livery consisted of a white 

fuselage with dark blue cheatline across the airframe on which “AVIANCA-

COLOMBIA” was stylized in the same blue coloring. After Pan Am’s stakes were 

dissolved, the airline rebranded in 1972, introducing a new livery. The airline repainted 

the fleet in a red and silver motif with a black cheatline cutting the two colors 

horizontally in half. The tailfin carried the red color upon which was displayed stylized 

capital letters A and V as the company’s logo. Similarly, the carrier’s name was also 

redesigned, retaining both “Avianca” and “Colombia” but in a different color, typeface, 

and without the hyphen.  

This livery continued to grace the skies for more than two decades until the airline 

underwent another rebranding. Avianca retained the red motif but replaced the silver 

accent with white. In addition, the airline dropped the “Colombia” reference in the 

airline’s name, enlarged “Avianca” on the fuselage, and introduced a new logo and tailfin 

design—a whimsical stylization of the Colombian flag—to express both a Colombian 

and modern identity for the carrier. Avianca’s visual identity was more cosmopolitan, 

stylish, and stood out among other airlines at international airports. Unveiled in 2013, the 

airline introduced a new livery reflecting the merger between Avianca and TACA four 

years prior. As one journalist put it, “gone is the iconic red-topped aircraft of old, and 

instead a new minimalist approach has been taken.”193 Lippincott, the same agency that 

created the new brands at Delta Air Lines and United Airlines, designed the new Avianca 



78 

 

to represent both the characteristics of the carrier and TACA and a new era of Latin 

American excellence.194 The company drafted a new logo for the airline, a condor, 

instead of retaining the previous Colombian flag motif. The agency chose the condor, a 

bird found in both North and South America, for Avianca to figuratively link the 

continents in addition to route networking. This transformation in livery and overall 

corporate identity illustrates Avianca’s change in vision that the airline is not simply 

restricted to serving Colombia but by representing all of Latin America to the world. In 

this aspect, the idea of place and of identity has changed. No longer restricted to national 

ties, especially after the merger with TACA and the acquisition of other Latin American 

airlines, Avianca focuses on being a global carrier. In this case, the sense of place is not 

strictly limited to Colombia but towards other Latin American regions and destinations, 

specifically through the airline’s marketing campaign.  

 Avianca’s uniforms equally represent the series of transitions the airline 

underwent in its various restructuring processes. For cabin crew, flight attendants sported 

blue overcoats and long skirts with patterned blouses or dresses underneath. A striking 

red poncho and scarf, the latter embellished with the iconic lettered logo, could also be 

worn as part of the uniform. The early 1990s ushered in a more business-like palette of 

blue and white pinstriped blouses, suits, and jackets, but when the airline changed to a 

more colorful livery based on the Colombian flag in the early 2000s, the uniform 

reflected such a transition. Red blouses embroidered with the airline’s mononym, red 

fedoras, and multicolored scarves added a stylish and chic approach towards the new 

image yet still represented tenets of Colombian identity.195  
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The redesign in 2013 retained certain elements of the previous uniforms, such as the 

distinctive red fedora and cape, but for female flight attendants, the uniform consists of a 

white blouse, red or black skirt, and tropical scarf. Male flight attendants sport a red tie 

and white collared shirt underneath a black vest adorned with two red stripes running 

down the center. This final transition in uniform design reflects Avianca’s focus on 

international expansion and the hybridization of the 2009 merger. Similarly, Avianca 

redesigned its aircraft cabins for a more modern feel. For instance, it installed in-flight 

entertainment on long-haul aircraft and changed the seat colors and layouts to evoke an 

elegant and international ambiance. The uniform, cabin, and livery reflect tenets of 

Colombia, TACA, and Avianca’s global outreach as a major Latin American carrier and 

not specifically tied to Colombia, except now in history, name, and other special cultural 

touches.  

Travelers and critics regard the food served on Avianca flights as among the best in 

the airline industry. According to the airline, the difference is in the use of domestic 

fruits, vegetables, and other local ingredients unique to Colombia. It also offers 

Colombian coffee to passengers towards the end of each flight and travelers dine on 

Colombian delicacies such as Colombian arepas, a variety of tropical Colombian fruit, 

and local meat dishes.196 This presentation of food, along with the subtleties behind the 

livery, name, crew uniforms, and cabin design create a mélange of Colombian and 

international flair in accordance with Avianca’s company vision. Therefore, the resulting 

sense of place passengers experience is a mixture of both native and global.   
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2. Advertising Colombia and the Americas 

 

I looked specifically to Avianca’s official website to understand how the airline 

represents its native Colombian identity through marketing strategies. I did this using the 

same steps as in the Garuda case study where I first selected a regional country as my 

point of departure and then changed to the United States to see the differences in 

advertising. Initially selecting Honduras, the website uses scrolling photos to advertise 

different airline travel experiences, mirroring the concept I have seen on other airline 

pages. I expected Avianca to showcase Colombian destinations with these images; 

however, the images advertised the airline’s business class cabin and mobile check-in 

feature. No advertisements catering to regional or international destinations were present. 

Also, the website did not mention the airline’s status as Colombia’s national carrier. 

Unlike Garuda Indonesia’s slogan “The Airline of Indonesia” or Qantas’ “Spirit of 

Australia” which are prominently displayed under the airline name on their respected 

websites, Avianca’s page omits this part of its identity from its webpage.  

 I then changed my location to the United States to note either similarities or 

differences in advertising content. When I initially performed website analysis in 

September 2014, I found that Avianca advertised two cities in Peru (Lima and Cusco, 

both labeled as the carrier’s “destinations of the month” for that time), one in Costa Rica, 

and the island of Roatan off the coast of Honduras. These advertisements consisted of 

landscape shots at different times of the day and at different elevations: a sunset over a 

rocky beach for Lima (see Figure 12), a tropical, lush strand at dusk for Costa Rica (see 

Figure 13), a red sunset over a palm tree for Roatan (see Figure 14), and hazy mountain 

ridges for Cusco (see Figure 15).  
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I was surprised that Avianca did not advertise any cities in its home country, but 

these specific advertisements illustrate the regional expansion and emphasis of Avianca’s 

route networking and company vision. They begin to create a sense of place not strictly 

of Colombia but of other Latin American destinations, utilizing tenets of the exotic other 

through landscape and colors. Upon other analyses in February 2015, I found that 

Avianca advertised three cities in Colombia: Cartagena, Bogota, and Pereira, and the 

advertisements of all three consisted of either landscape or a building as the image 

background (see Figure 16). I did find similarities of the website content between the two 

points of departure. In both cases, Avianca advertised its business class service with the 

same photo whether departing regionally or internationally and prominently displayed the 

gold Skytrax seal awarded to the carrier for “Best Airline Staff Service in Central 

America and the Caribbean” at the bottom of the page, mirroring Garuda Indonesia’s 

placement on its regional content (see Figure 17). 

 Before the airline’s rebranding in late 2013, Avianca unveiled a series of 

advertising campaigns focused on the identity of the airline as the flag carrier of 

Colombia. In 2010, the airline featured the “coffee campaign” with the tagline “Fly to 

Colombia with the company who knows Colombia the best,” fusing together national 

identity and Colombian coffee, an important export. In 2011, the airline introduced 

another campaign: print ads featuring two small children, a girl and a boy, amongst a 

sunlit, golden plain with their heads tilted towards the sky. Placed to the left of the 

children lay the phrase “raise your head and feel proud of what is yours” in large type 

juxtaposed with the airline’s name to the right. As one blogger explains, this campaign 

was to “invite people to be proud of the airline that has always been part of our lives,”197 
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thus advertising the airline as again the Colombian people’s carrier. The pride of 

Colombians behind their national airline, even during this stage after it merged with 

TACA, is the driving point for this form of advertising. Albeit focused on international 

and regional expansion through mergers and acquisitions of other Latin American carries, 

the overall understanding and feeling that Avianca is and will continue to be the flag 

carrier of Colombia is neither forgotten nor lost amidst the series of transitions. 

 Avianca’s advertising campaigns therefore seem to cater to Colombian 

passengers, regional passengers, and international passengers through specific marketing 

techniques and gradual identity transformations. Even after the series of mergers and 

acquisitions, Avianca has striven to retain tenets of its national heritage and identity 

through uniform, livery, and cuisine. However, all of these instances also express the 

change in company vision from solely being the national airline of Colombia to 

representing regional Latin America as a whole. The sense of place created by the airline 

is thus a sense of both national heritage and of international presence, yet the sense is still 

predominately Colombian in nature based on the overall elements of design, marketing, 

and in-flight service. Mirroring South African Airways’ attempt to be not only the flag 

carrier of South Africa but an “African” airline, citizens will continually regard both SAA 

and Avianca as representatives of their respective country. Embedded in the histories and 

designs of the companies lay national identity and heritage are embedded, and no matter 

how many mergers and rebranding efforts the airlines may face, in the eyes of both 

citizens and foreigners, they retain some flavors of their home country.  
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E. Case Study 5. Mexican Beauty and a Global Outreach: AeroMexico 
 

Formed in 1934 under the name Aeronaves de Mexico, Mexican flag carrier AeroMexico 

is the leading international and domestic carrier of its home country and is a founding 

member of the SkyTeam airline alliance. By the 1960s, the airline secured international 

routes to the United States, Canada, Europe, and throughout South America thus 

expanding its presence regionally and globally. After privatization in the late 1990s when 

operating control was placed in the hands of the Mexican International Air Transport 

Corporation, AeroMexico and other major carrier, Mexicana, became two integral 

agencies within the Mexican aviation realm. Both companies worked together, 

cooperated, and yet had different niches. While both focused on domestic and 

international routes, AeroMexico concentrated on Europe and long-haul networks as 

Mexicana focused on expansion to North and Central America.198 The two carriers were 

then purchased by operating parent groups, and after this move, Mexicana and 

AeroMexico faced route competition instead of a complimentary relationship. However, 

since the former’s closure in 2010, AeroMexico serves as the nation’s sole long-haul 

international carrier and the country’s largest domestic airline. As the aerial ambassador 

to Mexico, AeroMexico’s liveries, uniforms, in-flight service, and advertising techniques 

create a sense of place—uniquely Mexican—for both foreign travelers and locals alike 

even in its quest to become, as its present slogan states, “Mexico’s Global Airline.” 

1. The Aztec Eagle Knight: Livery and Uniforms  

 

Before rebranding as AeroMexico in the 1970s, the fleet sported a livery scheme 

associated with Aeronaves de Mexico: a white fuselage, burnt orange cheatline, and the 
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iconic Aztec eagle knight on the tailfin. Afterwards, the new company carried a similar 

livery motif, retaining the red/orange cheatline, but choosing a silver fuselage in lieu of 

the white color. The airline also redesigned the eagle knight logo but kept its location on 

the tailfin. The knight, like the Qantas kangaroo, serves as a symbol of national heritage 

and prestige. In the ensuing livery changes from the orange/silver scheme to the present 

navy blue, red, and silver palette, the knight has continually retained his rightful 

placement on the tail. As Budd states, the livery as an airline’s visual identity and the use 

of the tailfin as a billboard allow for quick recognition amongst hundreds of other carriers 

at large airports. 

 In this case, the knight is AeroMexico’s historic symbol utilized not only to stand 

out but to express Mexican identity and uniqueness. The airline’s latest livery, trading out 

the silver fuselage for white accompanied with a whimsical red streak and blue tailfin, 

expresses the company’s focus on “leadership, best in-class management, world-quality 

service, and a team committed to creating a better tomorrow” after posting improved 

profits, a return to the Mexican stock market, and route expansion.199 The new image, 

along with a new design in flight attendant uniforms, crew service, and an emphasis 

mirroring Avianca’s quest to be both a flag carrier and an international airline evoke 

AeroMexico’s combination of promoting Mexico and global connectivity through both 

visual representations and on-board experience.  

 The Aztec knight, which the airline states is “deeply rooted in our [Mexican] 

cultural heritage,” has been subtly present in the cabin crew uniforms throughout the past 

four decades.200 Mirroring the livery design of the airline, AeroMexico’s cabin crew 

uniforms take part in the visual representation of place creation. The crew uniforms of the 
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1970s and 1980s reflected the orange and silver livery of that time: female flight 

attendants wore either a gray wrap-dress accented with an orange trim or a button-down 

dress in orange or black. A long, orange and black scarf with “AeroMexico” printed as 

the border and the eagle knight symbol on the front corner served as a pop of color, or a 

smaller white scarf with black Aztec-esque printing could be worn instead.  

With a change in livery in the early 1990s, the orange motif was phased out and 

the smart blue, red, and while palette was introduced. The airline retained the scarves, 

albeit with different patters: one reflected the previous black and orange motif but in the 

updated livery colors while another portrayed colorful versions of Aztec mythological 

beings. Similarly, AeroMexico added the eagle knight, still located on the scarf design, to 

the name badge and airline pin sported by cabin crew members. Another change in 2007 

again retained the eagle knight’s placement on the scarf but increased its size and 

location; now it was located on the center of the scarf, the airline’s red, blue, and white 

colors radiated across the garment from the eagle knight. Another scarf pattern displayed 

the knight in different shades of the livery against a red background, accented by the 

black, professional uniform attire instead of the past blue skirts and suits.  

The current cabin crew uniform evokes a mixture of traditional and contemporary 

design. The airline reintroduced the iconic pill-box hat worn by AeroMexico flight 

attendants in the 1970s and beforehand in stunning red with a silver eagle knight pin 

affixed on the front. In addition, the company retained the black uniforms from previous 

years but redesigned and cut their shapes to evoke a chic yet professional look. One 

journalist relates AeroMexico’s change in uniform design to Avianca’s mixture of 

“predictable” business apparel and pops of unique style, such as the airline’s red capes 



86 

 

mentioned in the previous case study.201 The airline revamped its iconic scarves in both 

content and color: a blue and red floral pattern serve as the background upon which a 

colorful bird in red, blue, orange, and white is positioned. The eagle knight, mirroring its 

placement in the 1970s uniform scheme, is located now to the bottom right on the scarf. 

Male flight attendants sport a cross between a blazer and cardigan in black with a red trim 

with a colorful tie in the same motif as the scarves worn underneath. Reflecting the trend 

with many flag carriers focusing on an international presence, such as Qantas and 

Avianca in the previous case studies, cabin crew uniforms evoke a mélange of unique 

cultural identity and professionalism through colors, design, and accent pieces. In 

addition to visual representations, in-flight catering equally illustrates the creation of a 

Mexican sense of place. The on-board cuisine, recently revamped in 2014 and now 

headed by Mexican chef Enrique Olivera, “investigates the ancestral flavors of Mexico” 

from the nation’s diversity,202 thus allowing a Mexican dining introduction for 

international travelers while providing a sense of home for locals. While creating an 

international carrier through networking and professional image, AeroMexico’s status 

and raison d’être as Mexico’s flag carrier remains through both subtle and blatant 

representations in cuisine, livery, and uniform, but most importantly, through the usage of 

the culturally important eagle knight. For AeroMexico, in addition to colors and cuisine, 

the Aztec eagle knight symbol, which has played an integral part in the airline’s image, 

evokes Mexican cultural identity. Even with uniform and livery changes, the airline has 

consistently retained the eagle knight’s status and presence.   
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2. Advertising the Inexpensive Beauty of Mexico 

 

AeroMexico’s website resembles others I have analyzed throughout the previous case 

studies consisting of a welcome page and scrolling photos advertising specific 

destinations. When accessing AeroMexico’s website in September 2014, I selected my 

country of origin as the United States, and the destinations featured were Guadalajara, 

Monterrey, and San Luis Potosi advertising low round-trip fares from Fresno, San 

Francisco, and New York City under the title “Mexico: travel with the best fares” (see 

Figure 18). Mirroring Avianca’s use of advertising, photos of landscapes, monuments, or 

historical landmarks illustrate these specific destinations: an ornate, gothic church 

advertises Guadalajara in both of the scrolling photos; a secluded, cascading waterfall 

represents San Luis Potosi; the towering, lush Saddle Hill represents Monterrey in the 

northern part of the country. Here exists a reliance on the scenery, either natural or 

historical, to both advertise these areas of Mexico and to entice tourism, stemming on the 

exotic, untamed nature of the destination.  

The incorporation of round-trip ticket prices on these advertisements could also 

represent the competition between AeroMexico and LCCs in cross-border flights to the 

United States. Currently, LCC Volaris flies to 21 destinations in the United States,203 

including routes to San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Fresno, which AeroMexico also 

services. Similarly, LCC Interjet competes against AeroMexico on the New York—

Mexico City route, along with Houston and Las Vegas.204 In creating a sense of place 

through advertising Mexican destinations, the captivating beauty of the destination is not 

the only tool. Price, and therefore the price of the country in question, is the leading 
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method. These advertisements make Mexico more attractive through both aesthetics and 

cost, a call to both the price-conscious and intrigued traveler. 

 The internet ads of AeroMexico also represent this emphasis on the beauty of 

Mexico. Not located on the airline’s official website, these small advertisements pop up 

on other webpages, such as on Yahoo or news websites, based on search history. I 

noticed two AeroMexico advertisements while web browsing and both highlighted the 

physical beauty of Mexico. One selection depicts a white woman wearing a white beach-

wrap with a large flower placed in her hair walking on a sundrenched strand (see Figure 

19). Two palm trees atop a green, rocky plateau before a dazzling blue sky serve as the 

background, titled with “Only with AeroMexico know the beauty of our country and a 

pleasant trip [sic].” This advertisement not only depicts the exotic beauty of Mexico but 

the airline’s status as the nation’s flag carrier. Only the airline can convey the “beauty” of 

Mexico—as the flag carrier represents and “knows” such beauty and identity. There is 

also a tenet of secrecy, that only a privileged group knows and can disclose Mexico’s 

beauty, associated with this advertisement. Similarly, the second selection emphasizes the 

“beauty” of Mexico but also takes the fare prices into consideration, mirroring the content 

of the airline’s official website. Here another sundrenched beach represents Mexico’s 

beauty; however, with the inclusion of a few buildings, the advertisement does not 

portray the area as the secluded strand of the previous selection. This advertisement 

charges travelers to “take advantage of our offers” in order to “enjoy the beauty of 

Mexico” focusing on both fare and beauty without neglecting either one (see Figure 20). 

However, the first advertisement not only depicts Mexican beauty through 

background scenery but also on the white female model in the foreground. As mentioned 
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in previous case studies and sections, scholars and journalists like Barthel and Sheehan, 

have questioned and criticized the focus of advertisers specifically on women as 

representing the exotic nature of a destination. The docile and attentive Singapore Girl, 

the obedient kimono-dressed JAL “girl,” and those in traditional dress depicted in 

Garuda’s advertisements illustrate the exoticness of the flight, destination, and 

experience, especially for Westerners. In 2013, AeroMexico faced scrutiny for its “racist” 

job posting for an upcoming commercial shoot in which the company asked for women 

with a “Polanco look,” referring to a well-to-do white neighborhood in Mexico City, to 

apply.205 The dichotomy between those who are dark-skinned and those light-skinned 

within Mexico’s cultural and national identity remains a sensitive topic as government 

promotion of mestizo ideology conflicts with rising instances of ethnic nationalism. 

AeroMexico apologized for the incident, but this example expresses the airline’s 

decisions as to what represents the “beauty” and population of its country. 

 When I revisited the airline’s website in February 2015, the content of the 

scrolling photos had changed. Again with my location set as a traveler from the United 

States, the first advertisement beckoned me to “Explore Latin America” with “amazing 

deals” to Panama City, Managua, Medellin, and Rio de Janeiro against a background of 

cityscapes (see Figure 21). The next photo depicted the Colombian city of Medellin, 

advertising it as a “new destination.” Mirroring the previous technique, the fare prices 

were included in both advertisements. This departure from solely advertising Mexican 

destinations represents, like Avianca with its website, a focus on reaching all corners of 

Latin America as a “global airline.” One does not have to fly Avianca in order to reach 

Colombia just as one does not need to only fly AeroMexico to Mexico City.  
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As “Mexico’s Global Airline,” AeroMexico is incorporating an image of both 

Mexican identity and international recognition through visuals and service. Mirroring 

Garuda’s website content, AeroMexico’s slogan as “Mexico’s Global Airline” is present 

underneath the airline’s name, thus stressing the carrier’s innate connection to Mexico yet 

also advertising its international presence and focus. One mindset, articulated by John 

Byerley, is a shift in passenger viewpoint from a carrier’s national association to “a low 

fare, their bags not lost, and good price, whether it is Air France, Singapore, or United: 

the “flag on the tail” is unimportant.206 If this is the case, flag carriers advertising low-

fares not only to their home country but to others either in the region or outside of it 

represents such a shift. AeroMexico, like Avianca and South African Airways, attempts 

to become less nation-bound through such efforts in advertising, whether through photos 

or company slogans, but will remain perpetually associated with its respected nation 

through its name, livery, logo, crew service, and overall perception. The continued 

incorporation of cultural identity within AeroMexico and within similar carriers reflects 

such a necessity to retain a national image or the national identity within the carrier, and 

the association between carrier and nation, would be forever lost. Neither AeroMexico 

nor Avianca wish to break free from their national identities altogether—they yearn for 

the best of both worlds: a global outreach as an international carrier but faithful to their 

national identity as a flag carrier.  
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F. Case Study 6. The Airline of Three Identities: KLM. 
 

In 2014, Koninklijke Luchtvaart Maatschappij (KLM) celebrated 95 years as a company, 

making it the world’s oldest continually operating airline in existence.207 Following the 

airline’s first flight—a 135 minute hop from London to Amsterdam—KLM is one of 

Europe’s largest airlines boasting a fleet of over 100 Airbus and Boeing equipment. Since 

its creation, KLM has expressed itself as an integral part of Dutch history, society, and 

identity. After merging with Air France in 2004 and the formation of the Air France-

KLM group, both airlines operate under their distinct brand names and portray unique 

national and cultural identities through design, crew culture, and service. In this section, I 

will explain how KLM, as the flag carrier of the Netherlands, evokes a sense of place 

uniquely Dutch for passengers aboard the company’s flights through the attributes 

previously listed. I will also illustrate how KLM is able to retain a unique image apart 

from merger partner Air France albeit both owned and overseen by the same parent 

company. 

1. Royal to Royal: Design, Livery, and Uniforms 

 

The creation of KLM, translated into English as “Royal Dutch Airlines,” relates to the 

Dutch monarchy and influence. Queen Wilhelmina herself granted the company the right 

to utilize the “Royal” title in its name, which then became an integral part of the airline’s 

livery and identity.208 In 2013, Queen Beatrix extended the airline’s predicate usage for 

another 25 years, reaffirming how “Dutch KLM really is.”209 From its early days, KLM’s 

fleet has sported the company’s name and the tagline “Royal Dutch Airlines” in one way 

or another. The airline’s Douglas DC-2s sported a simple livery: a stainless airframe upon 
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which “Royal Dutch Air Lines [sic]” was written. As the airline acquired more 

equipment, the airline redesigned the livery to reflect the colors of the Dutch tri-color: 

red, white, and blue. 

 In addition to the airline’s name and tagline stylized on the fuselage, the 

company added “The Flying Dutchman” to the new livery in larger, bolder colors than 

“KLM.” As the airline modernized its fleet, it soon implemented other livery changes. 

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the fleet sported a white fuselage with two blue 

cheatlines in different hues running across the airframe. As quickly as the airline added 

the tagline, it dropped the “Flying Dutchman” motif in favor of “KLM—Royal Dutch 

Airlines” stylized in red capital letters. This livery remained in use until the KLM 

revamped both colors and name stylization in the 1970s. During that time, KLM 

introduced the iconic blue fuselage still presently gracing the skies, added bolder KLM 

titles to the tailfin, and redesigned the crown symbolizing the Dutch monarchy and the 

airline’s Royal status. The overall presentation of this livery has remained with the airline 

since the 1970s albeit with a few tweaks here and there. For instance, the softer blue 

fuselage color, affectionately known as KLM blue, overtook the darker blue cheatline and 

the design relocated the Royal Dutch Airlines tagline towards the bottom of the airframe 

underneath the first class cabin windows.  

The changes in livery throughout the years of KLM’s operation reflect the 

airline’s continual updating and modernizing trend yet with a constant focus on the 

importance of Dutch identity. Instead of retiring the crown symbolizing the Dutch 

monarchy during the airline’s major brand redesign in the 1970s, it was included and 

retained as an integral part of KLM’s image. The crown represents both the status of the 
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carrier as a Royal airline and the airline’s history with the Kingdom of the Netherlands. If 

the airline did not boast the Dutch flag on its fuselage, the crown and acronym would 

express a similar understanding and classification that the airline is undoubtedly Dutch in 

heritage and identity.  

 The airline’s cabin crew uniforms have equally evoked Dutch identity 

synonymous with the symbols and colors of KLM. Uniforms from the 1950s displayed a 

winged KLM pin with an ornate blue and silver crown on top resting on a blue pill-box 

hat. The addition of scarves and stylish blouses in the 1970s with different patterns 

reflected either a summer or winter uniform. Cabin crew members also sported belts with 

“KLM” buckles. From the early 1980s, the uniform consisted of more KLM branding 

than previous ones. The next uniform change transformed the blue pill-box hat into a 

more contoured style, mirroring a bowler or derby hat, and the scarves, fashioned by 

designer Nina Ricci, depicted stylizations of the KLM logo and crown. KLM also 

reintroduced an updated belt with a smaller KLM buckle and the overall colors of the 

garments and accessories reflected the airline’s iconic KLM blue. The current uniform 

retains the blue motif but is more professional than chic: the hat has been retired and 

flight attendants wear the same scarf pattern with a mixture of oranges, blues, and white. 

Lovegrove explains that the choice of orange for the new uniform represents the 

Netherlands’ national color, and the company implemented the addition based on 

research that passengers value the KLM brand as it represents “typical Dutch 

pragmatism.”210  

With flag carriers, uniform designs with certain colors, cuts, and fashions serve to 

evoke tenets of national identity. Wearing what author Keith Lovegrove refers to as 
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“national costume,”211 cabin crew display a charm and identity that can be linked to the 

décor of the interior and exterior liveries and therefore to the country itself. KLM’s 

aircraft cabins continue the livery design with navy blue upholstered seats accented with 

orange and white headrests. With regards to in-flight dining, KLM boasts an international 

variety of cuisine offered on both short-haul and long-haul flights. With à la carte 

options, economy class passengers can choose a Japanese, Italian, or Indonesian entrée212 

while business class travelers can dine on meals prepared by Dutch chefs.213 On flights 

from Amsterdam to India, China, Korea, and Japan, passengers can enjoy special meals 

with the flavors of the respective destinations. Similarly, there are movies and periodicals 

available for passengers in their respective languages. For instance, KLM even offers a 

different in-flight magazine in Japanese entitled “Bon Voyage” apart from its regular 

“The Flying Dutchman.” On these flights, cabin crew members and gate agents are well-

versed in the language of destination, allowing for clear communication and a sense of 

place both Dutch and either Japanese, Chinese, Korean, or Indian based on the cuisine 

and service offered.214 

2. Dutch Identity and Delft Houses 

 

Since the 1950s, KLM has presented its World Business class passengers with a 

collectible delft house with a bottle of Dutch genever gin inside. Every year on 7 

November, the airline introduces a new house model in celebration of the carrier’s 

anniversary, and currently, there are 95 styles of these homes in existence. The airline 

introduced the most recent addition in 2014 to celebrate the airline’s 95th anniversary.  

These miniature houses, coated in white and blue colors, depict a real Dutch home found 

“along the canals of Amsterdam and other age-old towns in Holland.”215 In addition to 
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quintessential Dutch homes, the Anne Frank Museum, Rembrandt’s home, and even a 

brothel in Amsterdam’s red-light district have been transformed into these miniature, 

highly sought-after trinkets, with some commemorated as trophies and prominently 

displayed in the homes of voyagers.216  

Aviation historian John Brindley explains that the delft houses represent the 

“industry’s longest-running marketing gimmick,”217 and the cult following behind them 

illustrates their continued popularity. For travelers, the delft house is a status symbol: it 

expresses a sense of high-class and style as only those in World Business class on long-

haul international routes receive them. However, the houses also evoke a uniquely Dutch 

concept and identity. Nowhere else does an airline perform the same gesture, and KLM 

does not arbitrarily choose delft house designs. These miniatures represent Dutch 

identity, history, and culture as passengers physically take with them a part of the 

Netherlands from KLM. The houses selected are an integral part of Dutch culture, and the 

delft pottery serves as a symbol of Dutch history. The continuation of gifting delft 

houses, even though once faced with jettison when Air France and KLM merged, 

expresses KLM’s dedication to keep its national culture and identity alive.  Whether 

flying to Tokyo or Mumbai, a business class passenger will depart from the plane with 

this token of Dutch identity.  

3. Advertising Amsterdam and Abroad.  

 

Mirroring similar techniques in airline advertising, KLM utilizes its cabin crew as the 

face of the airline. On its website, the first image greeting prospective travelers is a 

smiling, female uniformed cabin crew member (see Figure 22). Choosing the Netherlands 

as my point of departure, the booking page celebrated KLM’s 95th flying anniversary in 
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an array of orange and blue colors (see Figure 23). When revisiting the website in early 

2015, KLM was offering low fares to Rome and vacation specials to Curaçao in the 

Netherlands Antilles, the latter specifically advertising the carrier’s World Business Class 

(see Figure 24). When I changed the country of origin to the United States, the emphasis 

was on discovering Holland—the “coolest country” as the website displayed. Selecting 

the link for more information, the KLM page redirects the intrigued traveler to the 

official tourism website for the Netherlands where voyagers can discover Holland 

through pictures and videos before booking their flight, whetting one’s appetite for Dutch 

culture. KLM also depicts other offers, including a special fare for flights from 

Washington D.C. to Mumbai and a chance to win a one-night stay in a converted KLM 

MD-11 hotel, on the website specifically aimed at United States travelers. With both an 

emphasis on representing its home country and select areas abroad, KLM follows the 

trend witnessed with Avianca, AeroMexico, and South African Airways: a yearning to be 

both an international airline and a national flag carrier.  

 In recent print advertising, KLM chartered Turkel Brands to design a marketing 

approach for the carrier’s new non-stop flights between Miami and Amsterdam.218 Placed 

in issues of The Miami Herald, the final concept illustrates a couple sharing a bicycle 

expressing the romantic and fun ambiance Amsterdam has to offer (see Figure 25). With 

one of the distinct Dutch row houses in the background and the incorporation of an 

airplane window framing the couple’s faces in the design, this advertisement evokes 

KLM as representing the history and identity of its base city of Amsterdam and of the 

Netherlands. With the tagline “Let’s be direct. Amsterdam just got closer,” KLM 

becomes the official representative and shuttle link between Miami and the capital city. 
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In previous print advertisements, including one featuring the captain of the KLM 4805 

disaster at Tenerife, the airline incorporates items generally connected with Dutch culture 

and history, such as the traditional wooden clogs and food and drink into the company 

design of punctuality, service, and heritage. Similarly, the airline’s 1960s print 

advertisements depicted “Holland” with a scene of iconic Dutch windmills. These 

connotations between airline and nation through such instances of cultural and historical 

objects and scenery strengthen the bonds between KLM and the Netherlands. With the 

airline’s favored “Swan” television advertising campaign, the airline became 

synonymous with elegance and grace. Videos of majestic swans in-flight or landing on 

water paired up with recordings between KLM flights and air traffic controllers 

predominately from Amsterdam Airport Schiphol reinforce, according to the airline, 

KLM’s “royal” identity.219 

 With the majority of KLM flights focused on international routes, mainly because 

of limited domestic opportunities, the carrier’s business thrives on routes between 

important economic regions and the Netherlands through flights to its hub at Schiphol.220 

As the leading airport in the country, Schiphol acts as the main operating hub for KLM 

and an airportcity consisting of entertainment and lodging where the airport is a “perfect 

stopover” offering the traveler a unique experience.221 But Schiphol’s original creation, 

as de Jong reminds us, was to make sure “our Dutch pride, KLM, could take off and 

land” on flights to its Indonesian colony of Batavia.222 Presently, KLM not only 

characterizes Schiphol as the “beating heart of the KLM network” but as an 

“international hub for flows of people, goods, money, information, and culture” which 

acts as “an important driving force for the Dutch economy.”223  
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As much as KLM focuses on its identity as the Dutch flag carrier and on its “royal” 

predicate, there is also another focus: its age. As the world’s oldest airline in operation, 

KLM utilizes this status and classification to its advantage in the international market. As 

found in studies examining passenger loyalty with certain airlines, the question as to the 

carrier’s reputation, safety record, and longevity are main factors.224 Therefore KLM 

holds three important identities which allow it to function as both an international airline 

and designated flag carrier, and all three are found in certain areas of marketing and 

advertising to create a sense of place uniquely Dutch while aboard and even before 

traveling.  
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G. Case Study 7. The American Anomaly 
 

Currently, three major airlines operating both domestic and international flights dominate 

commercial aviation in the United States: Delta Air Lines, American Airlines, and United 

Airlines. Along with the big three, there are numerous low-cost carriers, leisure airlines, 

and charter airlines that service the nation. In the years prior, the United States had quasi-

flag carriers. Public perception, power, and influence gave certain airlines that status. 

Both Americans and people outside the United States viewed Pan Am and Trans World 

Airlines (TWA) as unofficial carriers chiefly because of their legacies and worldwide 

route network. Currently, the United States does not have a designated flag carrier in 

operation, but as American passenger airlines display the nation’s flag on the fuselage, 

the United States government figuratively views them as “flag carriers” for official 

transport business under the Fly America Act.225 Simply sporting a national flag on the 

airframe does not make an airline a flag carrier. Designated and often funded by the 

government, a flag carrier has specific roles and agendas to which it must adhere. As a 

nation without a flag carrier, this section will examine how different American carriers 

create senses of American place for passengers and how their advertising methods 

enhance their uniqueness among the variety of airlines. I will also present a study of the 

United States’ two “exotic” airlines, Hawaiian Airlines and Alaska Airlines, to 

understand how these companies represent their respected locales—areas which to the 

American are the undiscovered and mysterious.  

1. Advertising Techniques in National Geographic 

In earlier issues of National Geographic, certain airlines of the United States placed 

advertisements in the publication detailing certain destinations or attributes of the carrier 



100 

 

in order to entice passengers. As Lutz and Collins state, National Geographic 

traditionally caters to “a spectrum of Americans that runs more toward the upper part of 

the social hierarchy,” and the advertisements therein reflect this consumer market.226  

Typical flag carrier advertisements publicize the airline’s home country in a variety of 

visual fashions such as dress, topography, language, historical landmarks, and people. 

But as a nation without a designated flag carrier, airlines of the United States present 

different options in either representing their airline as an “American airline” or in 

performance to stand out. 

 The issues of National Geographic in which I found and analyzed these airline 

advertisements span from the late 1970s to the late 1990s. I expected that the 

advertisements would coincide with feature stories or certain themes of that particular 

issue, such as a cover story about Egypt would be juxtaposed with an advertisement for 

Egypt Air. In these issues, the airline advertisements are either located in the front before 

the main stories and photographs or in the back towards the end of the issue. Out of the 

seven airline advertisements I found, six were for U.S. carriers. The earliest issue, one 

from March 1977227, boasted three airline advertisements for Japan Air Lines (JAL), 

Northwest Orient Airlines, and TWA. The JAL advert, titled “Orient holidays with 

friendly faces and exotic places,” illustrates white travelers partaking jovially in a sake 

tasting while advertising a variety of holiday packages. A similar motif followed with 

Northwest’s advertisement depicting the airline’s discounted “Orient” package holidays, 

emphasizing the budget minded traveler while displaying photos of vacationers 

sightseeing and shopping with their “Orient VIP Discount Dollars.” So far, JAL and 

Northwest have both presented “the Orient” to the American traveler but in different 
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fashions, the former utilizing its local knowledge and culture while the latter focuses on 

price and savings. Towards the end of the issue, TWA “presents on-time service in three 

new ways” through reservations, in-flight service, and baggage handling. Four headshots 

of smiling TWA employees—a captain, a reservationist, a flight attendant, and a ground 

crew worker—line the bottom of the advertisement, adding a more personal feel to the 

idea of being “on-time.” Also in this selection is the placement of an arrivals board 

illustrating flights from New York, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Chicago, and Denver are 

all “on-time,” advertising the domestic routes and networks TWA offers to major U.S. 

cities. This is TWA’s unique advertising attribute which sets it apart from other leading 

U.S. airlines, such as Delta, American, and United.  

 Following TWA’s technique, two Delta Air Lines advertisements focus on unique 

attributes which set is apart from other carriers. In this case, professionalism, modernity, 

and partnerships serve as these methods of distinction. On the second to last page of an 

August 1978 issue, Delta advertises Captain Frank Moynahan, a “28-year Delta veteran” 

with over “26,000 hours and 7,800,000 air miles under his seat belt.”228 A smiling 

uniformed Frank posed in the cockpit of an L-1011 aircraft takes up half of the piece as 

Delta’s route map and photo of the airline’s newest fleet addition, the L-1011, rests 

underneath. In this advertisement, Delta, which calls its employees “professionals,” 

evokes the caring and learned nature of its crew and of the airline itself to present a 

modern, safe, and reliable carrier to readers of National Geographic. Fourteen years later, 

a September issue of National Geographic features another Delta advertisement 

illustrating the “Big Apple.” Boasting the airline’s partnership with the magazine, a photo 

of New York City captured by the satellite photography system Geoguide illustrates “one 
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of more than 300 cities that make up Delta’s world. And yours.”229 With the partnership 

between the airline and National Geographic, Delta is therefore associated with the high 

recognition of the magazine itself and its astute and upper-class audience. There is also a 

reference to a global “Delta’s world” that consists of domestic and international flights, 

serving both travel wants that Americans may have. In addition to competing with each 

other, leading airlines of the United States directly compete with flag carriers on 

international flights. For Japan Air Lines, the nation of Japan is home and therefore the 

airline represents that locale. However, Northwest Orient advertises its knowledge of “the 

Orient” and its expertise therein, leaving travelers to choose which airline is perhaps the 

most knowledgeable and best suited to explain the destination, whether the “true” Orient 

or an exotic one fashioned to appease an American audience. 

2. Advertising and Representing America’s Exotic Other: Hawaii and Alaska. 

Americans generally regard the states of Alaska and Hawaii as the exotic and untamed 

destinations within the United States. Their geographical placements apart from the 

continuous United States and recent American incorporation as states account for the 

degree of mysticism surrounding the two locations. The allure of an Alaskan cruise and 

of a paradise vacation to Honolulu where hula dancers greet passengers and place a fresh 

lei around the neck are unique experiences so different from pedestrian life in large and 

bustling mainland cities. For Hawaiian Airlines and Alaska Airlines, these exotic locales 

are their “homes.” Through the similar methods flag carriers utilize in creating a sense of 

their respective countries in-flight, Hawaiian Airlines and Alaska Airlines draw on these 

techniques to represent their locales as perhaps quasi-national carriers through history 

and association.  
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 From its creation in 1929, Hawaiian Airlines has grown from a small, solely inter-

island company to one of the United States’ most awarded and respected airlines. The 

spirit of aloha, a Hawaiian greeting meaning peace and compassion, is an integral part of 

the airline’s culture and service.230 Even the airline’s current slogan “Hawaii flies with 

us” expresses the connection between Hawaiian place and the carrier. As with Garuda 

Indonesia, the Landor Associates created the original iconic Hawaiian Airlines design 

and logo of “Pualani:” a silhouette of an island woman sporting a flower in her hair 

against a vivacious orange hibiscus. Meaning “flower of the sky,” Pualani has been the 

symbol of Hawaiian Airlines since 1973 and comes to evoke a “deep emotional bond” 

between people and the design.231 After a redesign in 2001, Hawaiian Airlines retained 

the Pualani concept because of this association between the Hawaiian people and the 

airline but slightly altered the design colors and overall appearance of the woman. To 

represent a modern airline branching away from the restriction of the island chain, the 

airline reintroduced with softer, traditional purple hues and a more defined silhouette 

“represent[ing] the 21st century island woman”232 Pualani is uniquely Hawaiian in its 

creation, meaning, and interpretation. For the Hawaiian people, its representation evokes 

the proud heritage of Hawaii and the attributes of grace and solidarity found therein.  

 In print advertisements, Hawaiian focuses on the exotic landscapes and pristine 

beauty of its home islands to beckon tourists. A recent advertisement depicts a Hawaiian 

Boeing 767 aircraft flying over a mountainous coastline cached in a warm sunset with the 

tagline “Hawaii isn’t just where we’re from, it’s who we are” placed above.233 As one 

blogger states, the goal of this advertising campaign which focuses on the beauty and 
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secrecy of Hawaii “was to have people think of Hawaii and Hawaiian Airlines as a single 

entity” and to relate the Hawaiian experience to that on-board an airline’s flight.234  

Other advertisements in the same campaign feature tan bikini-clad women smiling 

or lounging on the beach highlighting the jovial and relaxing setting Hawaii offers, a 

tropical retreat from the US mainland. Hawaiian Airlines utilized similar tactics in its past 

marketing campaigns dating back to the 1960s and 1970s when the jet age shortened 

flight times between Honolulu and Los Angeles.235 Featuring long, black-haired tan-

skinned hula girls against sunny strands or towering green mountains, Hawaii’s lush 

topography presents an area unlike those found on the mainland. Other airlines, such as 

United and American, equally depicted Hawaii in similar manners. In one National 

Geographic magazine, a 1981 American Airlines advertisement describes flights to 

Hawaii with “a bit of Hawaiian flavor added” under the tagline “AAloha,” mirroring the 

airline’s iconic “AA” eagle logo.236  

In its past advertising campaigns, United Airlines focused on the beauty of the 

people: the women, the skin color, the dress. However, the airline’s ads depicted tourist 

scenes of white couples or families boating, swimming, and donning leis after deplaning 

juxtaposed by the tan bodies of tour guides, sailors, and hula girls. In an attempt to create 

a sense of Hawaii, the two large mainland airlines utilize different techniques, yet 

Hawaiian Airlines, through its natal association with the Hawaiian Islands and creation of 

place on-board, remains the expert. As leading domestic and international airlines, United 

and American cannot create a complete sense of place of a specific locale for those 

aboard; the most they could evoke is an American sense of place. For Hawaiian Airlines, 
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as a representation of Hawaii based on history and culture, the sense of place is 

constantly Hawaiian in nature whether flying from or to Honolulu.  

 Similarly, Alaska Airlines focuses on beauty and nature in its advertising 

campaigns to create a sense of exotic Alaska. The airline, still focusing its route network 

on the Pacific Northwest, U.S. West Coast, and throughout Alaska, depicts Alaskan 

wonders such as massive glaciers, snow-capped mountains, and the Northern Lights as 

methods of illustrating the Alaskan exotic. The airline’s past advertisements however 

focused more on the exotic people and culture of Alaska. For instance, one selection 

features a Polaroid photo of a Native American woman   in a headdress juxtaposed with a 

map of Alaska. Instead of marking cities or roads, the map boasts drawings of snowy 

mountains, fauna, and two dark-skinned Native Americans posing by an igloo, 

highlighting the focus on what the airline calls the “real” Alaska and not the cities and 

tourist spots.  

 Currently, the airline’s logo is a male Alaska Native which proudly smiles on the 

tail of the company’s aircraft. Symbolizing its “Alaskan roots,” the Eskimo, as the airline 

calls it, serves as an iconic representation of the “Alaska Spirit” the airline boasts through 

its service concept.237 In the late 1980s, the airline considered retiring the Eskimo logo in 

favor of a stylized mountain, but the talk of such a change incensed Alaskans.238 As 

former state Senator Ted Kelly stated, Alaskans “feel an affinity with the airline” and feel 

it is “their airline,” and even through the Eskimo may not be “the best representation,” it 

is “our Eskimo.”239 The airline has also introduced specialized liveries, such as the iconic 

“Salmon Thirty Seven” representing the Alaskan seafood industry and the “Spirit of 

Alaska” depicting the airline’s statehood and community. 
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 In addition to Alaska themed liveries, some aircraft boast themes devoted to 

Disneyland, the Portland Timbers soccer club, and even the Hawaiian Islands, 

representing not only the Last Frontier but other areas along the West Coast. The airline 

continues this sense of place on-board through cabin decoration and cuisine. A unique 

pattern of blue and brown fabrics line the bulkheads and on the small partition between 

first and economy classes and passengers can “sample foods inspired by the Pacific 

Northwest”240 In a variety of fashions, the airline expresses its “Alaska Spirit” as 

Alaska’s hometown airline, the expert of its region. While the company focuses its sense 

of place on the natural wonders and unique culture Alaska offers, it also advertises its 

professionalism, safety, and service to attract passengers, mirroring the concepts of other 

leading domestic airlines of the United States. Not only do these airlines represent the 

America’s exotic locales but also present instances of pride behind a regional carrier. 

Presently, a regional airline evokes ideas of Delta Connection and American Eagle which 

operate feeder services for larger airlines. However, in the past years, regional airlines 

like Piedmont of the American Midland, Ozark Airlines of the Midwest, and Southern 

Airways of the Deep South served as important tools for community networking.  

A focus on a domestic airline, such as regional Australians supporting Ansett 

during its prime, either in the absence of a flag carrier or because the flag carrier does not 

represent a specific locale is equally powerful and nationalistic. If for instance Pan Am 

was the official flag carrier of the United States, it would therefore represent the nation 

and people of the United States as a whole. However, for those in areas where Pan Am 

did not fly, that representation could be debatable. For the inhabitants of Macon, Georgia 

or Jackson, Mississippi, Southern Airways could be a better representation of their 
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identity than Pan Am. Even presently, those in Atlanta where Delta Air Lines has its 

largest hub may view a stronger connection with the airline than United with its hubs in 

Chicago and Newark. O’Connell and Williams find that favoritism and loyalty between 

domestic U.S. airlines incorporates frequent flyer programs, on-board amenities, route 

networking, and overall preference based on service.241 With a variety of large airlines 

flying both domestic and international routes, Americans have a wider variety from 

which to choose than in other countries, like KLM, where the flag carrier may be the sole 

option, allowing for fluidity within air transport and identity.  
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VII. Conclusion: Mergers, LCCs, Hybridization, and 

Global Business  
 

Amidst the threat of bankruptcy, Korossy examines the trend of flag carriers merging to 

combat potential crises or collapse. He states that these instances express that 

“international borders could be superseded by multinational corporations” and that 

airlines are forgoing national ties in order to remain profitable, stable, and alive.242 With 

mergers such as Air France and KLM in 2004 and British Airways and Iberia in 2010, 

these European companies were able to benefit financially and save millions of euros a 

year in operating costs.243 These separate airlines, albeit headed by one financial and 

governing entity, continue to operate under their own brand and image, securing the 

cultural history and identity of the carrier. KLM is still the Dutch flag carrier and evokes 

Dutch identity as does Iberia represent Spanish culture and place—these types of mergers 

allow for a stable financial existence and not a collapse or loss of an integral national 

airline.  

In the United States where a designated flag carrier is non-existent, mergers 

between airlines signal the death of a company. Delta Air Lines and Northwest Airlines 

merged in the late 2000s with the former taking over the latter’s assets, employees, and 

name. Similarly, Continental Airlines and United Airlines merged to create the world’s 

largest carrier but at the sacrifice of Continental’s existence. There are creative 

approaches that these airlines utilize to retain the history of one merger partner, such as 

United keeping Continental’s livery and globe logo and US Airways retaining the 

“Cactus” callsign of its merger partner America West Airlines. However, as American 

companies are not bound by national ideologies, identity, or pride, there is not such an 



109 

 

emphasis on keeping the name of one merger partner as European mergers have 

accomplished.  

 Instead of undergoing, as Korossy states, a “drastic” measure such as a merger, 

airline alliances exist to aid companies in becoming profitable and transcending national 

boundaries. An airline need not be facing collapse or bankruptcy to be part of an alliance; 

on the contrary, financially stable airlines with a “route network which enhances the route 

connectivity for the alliance as a whole”244 may pledge for consideration. According to 

Korossy, airline alliances are “essentially agreements whereby several airlines may 

cooperate in making flight connections.”245 These codeshare flights allow for easier 

travelling and profitability for both airlines in question. For instance, a traveler wishing to 

fly from Miami (MIA) to Johannesburg (JNB) could book a ticket for one price aboard 

multiple carriers within the respected alliance. It would entail a flight from Miami to 

London-Heathrow (LHR) aboard an American Airlines flight and then boarding a British 

Airways flight to Johannesburg as both airlines are part of the oneworld alliance.  

 Star Alliance, oneworld, and SkyTeam are the three multi-party airline alliances 

operating throughout the world. Star Alliance, created in 1997, is the oldest and largest of 

the three and boasts 27 full members.246 Airlines even carry special livery schemes 

advertising their association with an airline alliance: SkyTeam members have the 

company’s blue insignia placed near their front entry doors while oneworld and Star 

Alliance members dedicate one or more aircraft in a special paint motif. To allow for 

easy passages, some major international airports house airline alliances in specific 

terminals. At Heathrow, Star Alliance partners operate out of Terminal 2—the Queen’s 
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Terminal for “seamless connections”–and provide amenities such as airline club rooms 

and lounges.247  

 Joining an airline alliance drastically lowers the threat of a loss of national 

identity and even existence. These alliances support and search for such diversity in 

carrier and in route networks which would benefit the partnership. Other arrangements, 

such as the Open Skies agreement, allows airlines to fly freely where one believes it may 

have a competitive advantage, again reducing the threat of bankruptcy or collapse of an 

airline unable to break free from dominating competitors holding route conglomerates. 

Korossy emphasizes that alliances “prove that airlines can work much closer together 

without merging or encroaching on nationalist policies,”248 allowing for an overall civil 

and beneficial working agreement for all parties.   

Competing against traditional, full-service airlines and historically dominant flag 

carriers are a variety of fledgling LCCs focusing on price-conscious leisure travelers. A 

recent phenomenon within the last twenty-five years, LCC Ryanair of Ireland has proved 

to be one of the largest and most influential Pan-European airline companies. The 

“Ryanair effect” has captivated other LCCs around the world as companies are able to 

save money and operating costs by charging the passenger a base fare, collecting 

additional revenue in add-ons and fees, and by operating to secondary airports outside of 

major cities with lower landing costs.249 For LCCs, specifically European carriers like 

Ryanair, easyJet, and Vueling, this rapid expansion and overall company structure and 

outlook has very little, if any, nationalistic intentions or national ties. Indeed, Ryanair has 

its headquarters in Dublin and began operations in Ireland, but Ryanair’s Pan-European 
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status forgoes this attribution. For travelers in Italy, the United Kingdom, or wherever the 

airline flies, Ryanair is just as much their airline.  

 In Budd’s study of liveries and visual identities, she notes that LCCs may have 

designs and colors representing a specific area or region but not to the extent of flag 

carriers.250  Chris Berg explains that LCCs are able to thrive as they are not “bound to any 

national feeling or to the political controls that come with such feelings,” thus increasing 

their ability to fly and serve areas where the market seems fit or anticipated.251 This idea 

of LCCs being “nationless” and profitable at the same time reflects not so much that 

passengers are purposely leaving their flag carrier due to malice but mainly indicates a 

shift in consumer trends and affordability.  

 O’Connell and Williams examine the drivers of loyalty and passenger perception 

between flag carriers and LCCs. Their study found that LCCs attract a high number of 

younger people who would drive 44 percent further to reach the airport serviced by a 

LCC because of the travel price.252 For business travelers and those 25-58 years old, flag 

carriers and full-service airlines were the preferred method of travel, although companies 

with smaller travel budgets chose LCCs. Price seems to be the most important factor in 

the success of LCCs, and with Berg’s classification of LCCs being free from the 

constraints of national politics and agendas, the companies are able to expand and serve 

areas based on the market and not social or political obligations.  

In the case of Wizz Air as discussed previously, Hungarians view the LCC as the 

quasi-flag carrier of Hungary because of its home-grown roots. With nations without a 

flag carrier, perhaps LCCs could take that role based on their presence and support for the 

respected country. As a country with an already designated flag carrier, Ireland could not 
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support Ryanair in that specific manner. Instead, the airline chose to operate throughout 

Europe and generate passenger traffic and marketing where it was once nonexistent or 

severely lacking. Mirroring the competition between Air Asia and Malaysia Airlines, the 

former has found success in the Southeast Asian air market, one of the most competitive 

in the world, based on the way it advertised and marketed its flights in an updated and 

popular manner through television commercials and online booking.253  

The loyalty the older generation shows to flag carriers in O’Connell and 

Williams’ study could be perhaps related to the historical dominance and prestige of the 

company. As LCCs are generally newer additions to the commercial aviation realm, those 

traveling before their market introduction would have witnessed and experienced the 

history and identity of the flag carrier and of the nation. The competition between LCCs 

and flag carriers will continue to exist, and as Berg states, those not nationally bound to a 

specific area seem to be the most successful. As found in certain case studies, flag 

carriers understand this competition and have directed their companies’ focus toward 

being both a flag carrier and an international and global carrier. With airline alliances 

also strategically incorporated between flag carriers and other major airlines, the ease of 

travel may then outweigh the price and secondary airports LCCs have to offer. 

The theme of hybridity among flag carriers explains a current trend in the airline 

industry as companies created and funded by nationalistic pride and control wish to 

become international carriers. As with Avianca, SAA, and AeroMexico, these flag 

carriers no longer solely represent their specific home countries but now an entire region 

or continent. By acquiring smaller flag carriers throughout Central and South America, 

Avianca is now one of the largest South American airlines in operation. After apartheid, 
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SAA could focus on intra-African expansion and predominately serves as the major 

airline of Southern Africa where typical flag carriers may have a small fleet and route 

network. The focus of flag carriers on being, as AeroMexico states, a global airline or an 

airline with a global reach expresses a separation from complete national advertising and 

place creation in some aspects. However, flag carriers cannot escape their history and 

even their names. As with SAA, the airline currently reflects the changes South Africa 

underwent after the end of apartheid. Even in its present attempts to now become “an 

African airline with a global reach,”254 passengers will still regard SAA as part of South 

Africa based on its name and identity as the nation’s flag carrier. Avianca will remain 

connected with Colombia, its country of birth, no matter how vast its route network may 

take it.  

I found that even in their attempts to become international airlines, these flag 

carriers do not forsake all cultural or national attributions as their identity as a flag carrier 

is equally important as having an international presence. Some airlines, like Garuda 

Indonesia, focus on their culture to create a sense of place for travelers while 

internationally expanding and joining airline alliances. The realm of commercial aviation 

has indeed changed since its conception in the early 20th century. It is now a global 

business of alliances, trade associations, and codeshare partners competing against LCCs 

and large domestic airlines. Airlines contract global publishing houses and design 

studios, like the Landor Associates and Lippincott, to create meaningful and artistic 

liveries to reflect their own vision or, if applicable, country and culture. Flag carriers still 

act as aerial ambassadors and both subtly and expressively create a sense of place for 

travelers through advertising, design, and service.  
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As the process of running a flag carrier can be costly for governments, the status 

and national prestige of having a flag carrier seems to outweigh the financial burden. As 

more and more airlines and flag carriers continue to expand globally and focus on 

international routes, I would recommend further study into relationships between flag 

carriers within airline alliances and perhaps into a shift in place creation as members of 

alliances. Also, I would propose a study into the future of flag carriers amidst a growing 

number of LCCs and other non-traditional airlines and how they market their respective 

locales. When flying on a flag carrier, I urge passengers to take a moment to understand 

its design, service, and how it represents its home country through the methods I 

discussed in the preceding sections and case studies. Even if it is a short hop from 

London to Paris on Air France, this flight is a traveler’s first experience of the nation the 

airline embodies and serves as a great purveyor of the nation’s culture and identity. 

Remember to be mindful, respectful, and enjoy the journey.  
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VIII. Appendices 
 

Appendix I: Glossary of Terms and Abbreviations 
 

Airbus SAS: a European aerospace company which manufactures a variety of airplanes 

for commercial and military use. Headquartered in Toulouse, France; a rival of Boeing.  

Airbus A380: the world’s largest passenger jet featuring two-story seating and a capacity 

of over 500 passengers.  

Airbus A320: a short to medium-range twin-engine airliner, the Airbus equivalent to the 

Boeing 737 series. 

Airbus A340 (-300): a four-engine long-range airliner manufactured by Airbus.  

Airframe: the mechanical structure of an aircraft, including the fuselage, wings, and 

undercarriage.  

ATL: the IATA airport code for the Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport 

located in Atlanta, Georgia, USA. The largest hub for U.S. carrier Delta Air Lines. 

Boeing: an American company which designs, manufactures, and sells airplanes and 

other aeronautical apparatuses. Headquartered in Chicago, Illinois, USA; a rival of 

Airbus. 

Boeing 737: a short to medium-range twin-engine airliner operating domestic and short 

international/transcontinental routes.  

Boeing 747 (-300,-400, SP): a four-engine long-range airliner manufactured by Boeing 

of the United States. SP variants were shorter than stretched 300 and 400 series yet held 

greater operating range. The 747 family is noted for its iconic upper deck seating area.  

Bulkhead: an upright wall within the airplane, generally located near the forward entry 

doors. 

Cabin crew: cabin attendants; flight attendants; headed by a chief purser and/or an 

inflight service manager on long-haul flights. 

Call-sign: a distinct radio identification utilized by airlines before the flight number when 

communicating with air traffic control (e.g. Springbok 154—South African Airways 

[flight] 154; Delta 358—Delta Air Lines [flight] 358). 

Cheatline: either a single line or series of colored lines applied to the sides of the 

fuselage as part of an airline’s livery. 

DFW: the IATA airport code for Dallas/Fort Worth International Airport located in 

Dallas, Texas, USA. The largest hub for U.S. carrier American Airlines. 
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Empennage: the tail assembly of an aircraft consisting of the horizontal and vertical 

stabilizers, rudder, and elevators which maneuver the aircraft in flight. 

Fuselage: the main body of the aircraft; holds the passenger cabin, flight deck, and cargo 

areas. 

Hub: the central operating airport of an airline (e.g. British Airways at London 

Heathrow, Air France at Paris-Charles de Gaulle); airlines may have multiple hubs across 

countries. The headquarters of airlines are commonly located at their main hub.   

IATA: International Air Transport Association, a trade association of world airlines. 

JNB: the IATA airport code for Johannesburg International Airport, now O.R. Tambo 

International, located in Johannesburg, South Africa. The main hub for South African 

Airways. 

KLM: Koninklijke Luchtvaart Maatschappij, Royal Dutch Airlines, the flag carrier of the 

Netherlands headquartered at Amsterdam Airport Schiphol.  

LCC: low-cost carrier 

LHR: the IATA airport code for London Heathrow Airport located in London, England, 

UK. The main hub for British Airways. 

Livery/Liveries: the design or paint scheme on an aircraft, of an airline; includes logos, 

symbols, typefaces, and colors. 

MAL: Malaya Airlines Limited, the predecessor to MSA and MAS. 

MAS: Malaysia Airlines, the flag carrier of Malaysia. 

MIA: the IATA airport code for Miami International Airport, Miami, Florida, USA. 

MSA: Malaysia-Singapore Airlines, the combined flag carrier of Malaysia and 

Singapore. 

Pan Am: Pan American World Airways, a major airline until its collapse in 1992.  

SAA: South African Airways, the flag carrier of South Africa. 

SYD: the IATA airport code for Sydney’s Kingsford Smith Airport located in Sydney, 

Australia. The primary hub for Qantas.  

TAA: Trans-Australian Airlines, a leading domestic Australian airline until its purchase 

by Qantas in 1992. 

Tailfin: an airplane’s vertical stabilizer; the vertical tail. 
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Figure 1, page 50. Screenshot from Qantas A380 safety video.        Figure 2, page 52. Screenshot from Qantas website. 
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        Figure 3, page 54. Screenshot from Qantas website.        Figure 4, page 54. Screenshot from Qantas website.
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      Figure 6, page 61. Screenshot from Garuda website.       Figure 7, page 61. Screenshot from Garuda website. 

 

 

 

   

     Figure 8, page 61. Screenshot from Garuda website.             Figure 9, page 63. Screenshot from Garuda website.  
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Figure 10, page 74. Screenshot from SAA website. 

 

.Figure 11, page 74. Screenshot from SAA website.  
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      Figure 12, page 83. Screenshot from Avianca website.         Figure 13, page 83. Screenshot from Avianca website. 

      

      Figure 14, page 83. Screenshot from Avianca website.         Figure 15, page 83. Screenshot from Avianca website.  

  

    Figure 16, page 84. Screenshot from Avianca website.        Figure 17, page 84. Screenshot from Avianca website.  
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  Figure 18, page 90. Screenshot from AeroMexico website.    Figure 19, page 91. Screenshot from Yahoo. Internet Ad. 

 

Figure 20, page 91. Screenshot from Yahoo. Internet Ad. 
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Figure 21, page 92. Screenshot from AeroMexico website. 

  

   Figure 22, page 98. Screenshot from KLM website.     Figure 23, page 99. Screenshot from KLM website. 

  

          Figure 24, page 99. Screenshot from KLM website.   Figure 25, page 99. Turkel Brands. 2014.  
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Appendix III: List of Currently Operating Designated Flag Carriers 
As of 2014, including subsidiaries. Information gathered from airline websites and from the International Air Transport Association (IATA). Charts created by author. 

Name of Airline Country Hub(s) Commenced Operations Number of Destinations Number of Aircraft (Fleet size)

Ariana Afghan Airlines (FG) Afghanistan Kabul 1955 11 7

Air Algérie (AH) Algeria Algiers 1947 69 47

TAAG Angola Airlines (DT) Angola Luanda 1940 24 14

Aerolinas Argentinas (AR) Argentina Buenos Aires 1950 58 46

Qantas Airways (QF) Australia Sydney, Brisbane, Melbourne 1921 41 133

Austrian Airlines (OS) Austria Vienna 1957 117 74

Azerbaijan Airlines (J2) Azerbaijan Baku 1992 22 32

Bahamasair (UP) Bahamas Nassau 1973 25 8

Biman Bangladesh Airlines (BG) Bangladesh Dhaka 1972 22 10

Belavia Belarusian Airlines (B2) Belarus Minsk 1996 40 25

Brussels Airlines (SN) Belgium Brussels 2007 66 46

Drukair, Royal Bhutan Airlines (KB) Bhutan Paro 1983 10 4

BoA Boliviana de Aviación (OB) Bolivia Cochabamba 2007 9 11

B&H Airlines (JA) Bosnia and Herzegovina Sarajevo 1994 4 2

Air Botswana (BP) Botswana Gaborone 1972 7 7

Royal Brunei Airlines (BI) Brunei Bandar Seri Begawan 1975 16 10

Bulgaria Air (FB) Bulgaria Sofia 2002 26 10

Air Burkina (2J) Burkina Faso Ouagadougou 1967 10 4

TACV Cabo Verde Airlines (VR) Cabo Verde Espargos, Praia 1958 25 5

Cambodia Angkor Air (K6) Cambodia Phnom Penh 2009 12 7

Cameroon Airlines Corp (QC) Cameroon Douala 2011 7 3

Air Canada (AC) Canada Calgary, Montréal, Toronto, Vancouver 1965, as Air Canada (from TCAL) 178 363

Cayman Airways (KX) Cayman Islands George Town 1968 12 7

LAN Airlines (LA) Chile Santiago 1929 66 145

Avianca S.A. (AV) Colombia Bogota, Quito 1919 100 93

Avianca Costa Rica (Lasca S.A.) (LR) Costa Rica San José 1945 35 21

Air Côte d'Ivoire (HF) Côte d'Ivoire Abidjan 2012 19 4

Croatia Airlines (OU) Croatia Zagreb 1989 27 12

Cubana de Aviación S.A. (CU) Cuba Havana 1930 20 17

Cyprus Airways (CY) Cyprus Nicosia 1947 14 6

Czech Airlines (OK) Czech Republic Prague 1923 43 23

SAS Scandinavian Airlines System (SK) Denmark, Norway, Sweden Copenhagen, Stockholm, Oslo 1946 100 141

TAME (EQ) Ecuador Quito 1962 25 26

EgyptAir (MS) Egypt Cairo 1933 78 80

Emirates (EK) Emirate of Dubai Dubai 1985 142 231

Ecuato Guineana (8Y)* Equatorial Guinea Malabo 1986 1 3

Eritrean Airlines (B8) Eritrea Asmara 2003 5 1

Estonian Air (OV) Estonia Tallinn 1991 14 7

Ethiopian Airlines (ET) Ethiopia Addis Ababa 1946 80 70

Atlantic Airways (RC) Faroe Islands Sorvagur 1987 9 5

Fiji Airways (FJ) Fiji Nadi 2013, after name change 17 7

Finnair (AY) Finland Helsinki 1923 86 59

Air France (AF) France Paris (Charles de Gaulle & Orly) 1933 204 245

Air Tahiti Nui (TN) French Polynesia Faa'a 1998 5 5

Georgian Airways (A9) Georgia Tbilsi 1994 15 7

Lufthansa (LH) Germany Dusseldorf, Frankfurt, Munich 1955 215 282

Air Greenland (GL) Greenland Nuuk, Copenhagen, Ilulissat 2002 67 32
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Tortug' Air (N/A) Haiti Port-au-Prince 2003 8 7

Cathay Pacific (CX) Hong Kong Hong Kong 1946 112 117

Icelandair (FI) Iceland Keflavik Airport, Reykjavik 1937 39 24

Air India (AI) India Delhi, Mumbai 1932 90 99

Garuda Indonesia (GA) Indonesia Jakarta 1949 76 132

Iran Air (IR) Iran Tehran 1944 80 33

Iraqi Airways (IA) Iraq Baghdad 1946 38 26

Aer Lingus (EI) Ireland Dublin 1936 77 53

El Al Israel Airlines (LY) Israel Tel-Aviv 1948 40 40

Alitalia (AZ) Italy Rome 2009, after rebranding 103 134

Japan Airlines (JL) Japan Tokyo (Haneda & Narita), Osaka (Itami & Kansai) 1951 92 117

Royal Jordinian Airlines (RJ) Jordan Amman 1963, as Alia Airlines 59 33

Air Astana (KC) Kazakhstan Almaty 2002 60 30

Kenya Airways (KQ) Kenya Nairobi 1977, after EAA ceased 56 50

Gulf Air (GF) Kingdom of Bahrain Manama 1950 38 35

Air Kiribati (4A) Kiribati Bonriki 1995 17 2

Kuwait Airways (KU) Kuwait Kuwait City 1953 34 17

Lao Airlines (QV) Laos Vientiane 1976 20 13

airBaltic (BT) Latvia Riga 1995 60 25

MEA Middle East Airlines (ME) Lebanon Beirut 1946 33 17

Libyan Airlines (LN) Libya Tripoli 1965 22 14

Luxair (LG) Luxembourg Luxembourg City 1961 59 18

Air Macau (NX) Macau Macau 1994 23 15

Air Madagascar (MD) Madagascar Antananarivo 1962 36 9

Malawian Airlines (3W) Malawi Lilongwe 2014, after liquidation of Air Malawi 6 2

Malaysia Airlines (MH) Malaysia Kuala Lumpur 1972 60 96

Maldivian (Q2) Maldives Malé 2000 17 10

Air Malta (KM) Malta Valletta 1973 37 10

Mauretania Airlines International (L6) Mauretania Nouakchott 2010 10 3

Air Mauritius (MK) Mauritius Port Louis 1972 26 12

Aeromexico (AM) Mexico Mexico City 1988 56 63

Air Moldova (9U) Moldova Chisinau 1993 24 6

MIAT Mongolian Airlines (OM) Mongolia Ulaanbaatar 1954 8 5

Montenegro Airlines (YM) Montenegro Podgorica 1994 13 9

Royal Air Maroc (AT) Morocco Casablanca 1957 94 43

LAM, Linhas Aereas de Moçambique [TM]* Mozambique Maputo 1937 16 4

Myanma Airways Corporation (UB) Myanmar Yangon 1948 32 15

Air Namibia (SW) Namibia Windhoek 1978 15 10

Nauru Airlines (ON) Nauru Nauru 1970 5 5

Nepal Airlines (RA) Nepal Tribhuvan 1958 39 6

KLM Royal Dutch Airlines (KL) Netherlands Amsterdam 1919 136 118

Air New Zealand (NZ) New Zealand Auckland, Wellington, Christchurch 1965 61 107

Air Koryo (JS) North Korea Pyongyang 1954 23 10

Oman Air (WY) Oman Muscat 1993 42 30

PIA Pakistan International Airlines (PK) Pakistan Karachi 1955 52 30

Copa Airlines (CM) Panama Panama City 1947 69 96

Air Niugini (PX) Papua New Guinea Port Moresby 1973 35 31

Air China (CA) People's Republic of China Beijing, Chengdu, Shanghai 1988 185 312

Philippine Airlines (PR) Philippines Manila, Cebu City 1941 74 69

LOT Polish Airlines (LO) Poland Warsaw 1929 49 37

TAP Air Portugal (TP) Portugal Lisbon 1946 88 77

Qatar Airways (QR) Qatar Doha 1994 144 134
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Equatorial Congo Airlines (LC) Republic of Congo Brazzaville 2011 6 7

Air Austral (UU) Réunion Roland Garros 1975 12 9

TAROM (RO) Romania Bucharest 1954 53 24

Aeroflot (SU) Russia Moscow (Sheremetyevo) 1923 129 150

RwandAir (WB) Rwanda Kigali 2003 16 8

Polynesian Airlines (PH) Samoa Apia 1959 2 2

STP Airways (8F)* Sao Tome and Principe Sao Tome 2008 3 2

Saudia (SV) Saudi Arabia Dammam, Jeddah, Medina, Riyadh 1945 126 153

Air Serbia (JU) Serbia Belgrade 2013, after name change 41 19

Air Seychelles (HM) Seychelles Mahé 1977 6 9

Arik Air (W3)^̂ Sierra Leone Lagos, Nigeria 2006 29 26

Singapore Airlines (SQ) Singapore Singapore 1972 62 106

Adria Airways (JP) Slovenia Ljubljana 1961 23 11

Solomon Airlines (IE) Solomon Islands Honiara 1962 27 7

South African Airways (SA) South Africa Johannesburg 1934 42 57

Korean Air (KE) South Korea Seoul (Incheon & Gimpo) 1969 133 157

Iberia (IB) Spain Madrid 1927 75 74

SriLankan Airlines (UL) Sri Lanka Colombo 1979 32 22

Sudan Airways (SD) Sudan Khartoum 1947 24 7

SLM Suriname Airways (PY) Suriname Paramaribo 1955 9 4

Swaziland Airlink (SA) [South African Airways] Swaziland Manzini 1999 2 1

Swiss International Air Lines (LX) Switzerland Zurich 2002 84 68

Syrian Arab Airlines (RB) Syria Damascus, Aleppo 1946 52** 8

China Airlines (CI) Taiwan Taipei 1959 95 80

Tajik Air (7J) Tajikistan Dushanbe 1923 19 12

Air Tanzania (TC) Tanzania Dar es Salaam 1977, 2003 (after restructuring) 6 2

Thai Airways International (TG) Thailand Bangkok 1960 78 93

Caribbean Airlines (BW) Trinidad & Tobago, Jamaica, Guyana Piarco, Kingston 2007, successor of BWIA 18 23

Tunisair (TU) Tunisia Tunis 1949 66 32

Turkish Airlines (TK) Turkey Istanbul 1933 259 264

Turkmenistan Airlines (TS) Turkmenistan Ashgabat 1992 23 25

Ukraine International Airlines (PS) Ukraine Kiev 1992 75 41

Etihad Airways (EY) United Arab Emirates & Abu Dhabi Abu Dhabi 2003 120 102

British Airways (BA) United Kingdom London (Heathrow & Gatwick) 1974 183 288

Uzbekistan Airways (HY) Uzbekistan Tashkent 1992 58 37

Air Vanuatu (NF) Vanuatu Port Vila 1981 33 5

Conviasa (V0) Venezuela Caracas 2004 26 22

Vietnam Airlines (VN) Vietnam Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City 1956 52 87

Yemenia Airways (IY) Yemen Sana'a 1962 24 10

Air Zimbabwe (Q3) Zimbabwe Lusaka 1980 3 10
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