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ABSTRACT 

 

Foodscapes and positioning of staple food in Africa: A case of youth 

perceptions on maize consumption discourses in Cape Town 

Nandi Hlengiwe Mhlongo 

MA Thesis, Department of Linguistics, University of the Western Cape 

Staple food has been a part of food consumption discourses for a long time. They make up the 

dominant part of the world’s diet as they are eaten regularly and even daily in some places. As 

a result of globalisation, some of the staple foods have become popular in global markets and 

foodscapes such as restaurants and other eateries. These include staple foods such as potatoes, 

rice and flour products dominating both restaurants and supermarket delicatessens. However, 

maize products are scarce in South African foodscapes and in particular, the restaurants and 

supermarket delicatessens This is an interesting gap to look at because maize is a common 

staple food throughout Africa and has been consumed by most Africans as their main starch 

since the colonial era. The subject of food consumption is of interest to many scholars and has 

been widely studied within different fields. A review of the literature reveals that most of the 

research relating to food consumption discourses has largely focused on healthy consumption, 

food security, fast-food consumption and eating practices relating to lifestyle choices. While 

this literature is significant, there is a gap in research concerning the staple food consumption 

discourses. The study therefore investigates how maize meals and products are positioned in a 

few selected foodscapes. Looking at food consumption discourses in a multicultural South 

African context, the kind of semiotics that are used to label and advertise a few selected 

products of maize, the study explores the youth’s perceptions of maize products as a staple 

food and its discourses on the market. The research follows a qualitative research design 

whereby document analysis and virtual stimulus-text interviews are used as data collection 

methods. The data sample was carefully selected using the purposive sampling method which 

enables the intentional selection of participants based on their ability to elucidate consumption 

discourses around maize products and meals. The document analysis looks at the selected TV 

advertisements from YouTube. The stimulus-text interviews were carried out on Zoom. The 

study uses Critical Multisemiotic Discourse Analysis as the theoretical framework to analyse 

the data. The study shows that semiotics such as place-settings, social actors, storytelling, 
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background music, and voiceovers, are used in conjunction with the selected advertisements. 

Through the strategic and diverse use of the different semiotics, advertisements create 

ideological meanings that describe the targeted consumers for maize products, give information 

about the qualities of the products, make health and nutritional claims about maize products, 

and even the lifestyles that the products support. The youths state that their perceptions of 

maize staples include affordability, accessibility, and health. The ideological discourses in 

advertisements are subtly integrated into the youth’s work worldview, influencing what they 

think about maize meal products and thus their perceptions. It can be said that the youths’ 

perceptions of maize products are a reflection of their discourses on the market which have 

been normalised to create meanings of maize as a staple food for blacks and this results in the 

continuous perpetuation of colonial ideologies being produced and reproduced by those in 

power. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION SITUATING THE STUDY 
  

1.0 Introduction 
 

Food studies is an emerging academic field, characterised by a wide range of perspectives and 

approaches relating to the production/harvesting and consumption of food along with the social 

and ecological relationships that shape these processes (Levkoe, et al., 2020). As an integrative 

collection of theories and approaches, food studies research encompasses multiple disciplines 

across the social sciences, arts and humanities, health sciences, and increasingly the natural 

sciences and engineering (Levkoe, et al., 2020). Over the years Food studies research has 

grown significantly with much of the field focused on examining healthy consumption, food 

security, fast-food consumption, and eating practices relating to lifestyle choices. As the field 

continues to expand, more scholars have turned their attention towards understanding the food 

consumption of an area or group of people (Zhen, 2019). For instance,  In Jamieson et al.,’s 

(2023) special issue, the authors argue for decentring South African food studies away from 

food security issues which have in the past dominated the field stating the importance of food 

as a lens for understanding contemporary culture and society. Food consumption is focused on 

studying what we eat, as well as how why and under what circumstances we eat (Zhen, 2019).  

It considers “the beliefs and behaviours surrounding the production, distribution and 

consumption of food. In this way, scholars studying food consumption are focused on how 

these food-related behaviours mark membership in a community, group, or society. They also 

consider how food events impact consumption habits, as well as the foods themselves. Food 

Studies research is “rich ground in which to explore the construction and presentation of 

identity, including issues of creativity, function or use, traditionality, competence, change and 

continuity (Kaplan, 1984:11). Food studies research is important because it reflects complex 

and long-term changes. Moreover, the circumstances by which people eat are never accidental 

and reflect a long series of actions related to our need to meet our nutritional requirements. 

While this trend has been observed in many disciplines, it is particularly interesting for the 

growing, and still developing, field of food studies. Linguistics is one neutral discipline that 

can aid in understanding food studies in which food is a semiotic resource that carries a lot of 

ideological meanings and reveals how people interact with it and perform different identities. 
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“There is an understanding that public discourse around food is controlled by powerful interests 

within our society (typically corporations), and this has led to the promotion of certain foods, 

and the misrepresentation and misappropriation of traditional foods, all at the expense of the 

less powerful” (Arthur, 2013). The consensus from previous literature reveals that media in a 

lot of this research has been identified to be influential in terms of disseminating food-related 

information to individuals. This is because “food media is pervasive- in traditional print media, 

on television and streaming services and in social media.” In addition, media discourses act as 

a communication channel for experts and as a result, media discourses can also generate a 

“common” understanding of food which in turn shapes opinions and understanding related to 

food (Zhen, 2019:1).  It can also increase the sense of individual responsibility for making 

choices. Considering the importance of media discourses in forming individual attitudes 

towards food, understanding the semiotics in the media discourse on food is of great interest. 

For food businesses, a better understanding of consumers’ perceptions of food can help to 

develop marketing and communication strategies. Similarly, advertisers can use media trends 

to guide public opinion. 

 

Despite a growing interest in food in media discourses, there is still a gap in research 

concerning staple food consumption discourses. Staple foods have been a key part of 

consumption discourses for a long period, as they constitute the dominant part of the world’s 

diet and are consumed regularly and even daily in some places (Lim et al., 2021). By definition, 

staple foods supply a large fraction of the energy needed by the body and generally form a 

significant proportion of the intake of other nutrients as well (Syeda et al., 2017). Staple foods 

form the major part of the food we consume because they are a vital source of carbohydrates 

which provide energy for the body, and proteins, which help repair and build the body’s tissues 

and allow metabolic reactions to take place and coordinate the functions of the body (Syeda et 

al., 2017). Early agricultural civilizations valued the foods they established as staples because, 

in addition to providing necessary nutrition, they generally are suitable for storage over long 

periods without decay (Dowswell et al., 2018). Common staple foods include cereal, such as 

rice, wheat, maize, millet, or sorghum, and root vegetables, such as potatoes, sweet potatoes, 

yams, or taro (Rutledge et al., 2011). These foods are the staple foods for more than four billion 

people as a source of nutrition. Rice, corn maize, and wheat make up two-thirds of this 

(Dowswell et al., 2018). Worldwide, maize is the most widely grown cereal crop (Dowswell 

et al., 2018). Among the world’s staple foods, maize ranks second to wheat in production, with 
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milled rice third. However, among the developing economies, such as most countries in the 

Southern region of Africa, maize ranks first, thus making it an everyday staple choice. 

 

Moreover, staple foods vary from place to place, depending on the food sources available in a 

particular region. Hence they are sometimes understood as the food consumed mainly by ethnic 

groups (Agbola and Saini, 2002). Alongside the availability of food sources, globalisation 

plays an important role in terms of the food that is available in a particular region. To this 

effect, there has been a global shift regarding food availability in different regions, and this 

shift has been gradual but with consequent changes in staple consumption patterns (Kennedy, 

Nantel, and Shetty, 2003). Globalisation has profoundly impacted food consumption in Africa. 

In South Africa, this shift has resulted in greater availability and access to diverse staple food 

items in the market (Kennedy, Nantel, and Shetty, 2003). The shift is evident in the increased 

presence and availability of alternative staple food in the market, such as rice, bread, rice, 

potatoes, and pasta (Kriel, 2022). These, in turn, affect consumers’ choice of staple foods. 

Further, Lim et al. (2021) identified several other determinants for staple food choices, and 

these include healthiness, taste, familiarity, convenience, and price. Price is one the most 

influential factors leading to staple food choices. On the price side, low prices for the three 

dominant global staple foods, rice, wheat, and maize, are primarily maintained by subsidies to 

farmers in producing countries, particularly for wheat and maize (Kennedy et al., 2003). In 

addition, country-specific factors such as culture, beliefs, and religious traditions also influence 

staple consumption patterns. However, despite the growing popularity of alternative staple 

foods (including rice), maize remains the most important food source in South Africa and 

contributes substantially to energy intake (Keulemans, 2021). 

            

The history of maize in Africa, and particularly in South Africa provides a glimpse into the 

historical foodscapes and positioning of maize as a staple food that may have led to maize 

being an everyday staple in the continent. Even though maize has been adopted as an African 

staple, it is interesting to see that restaurants and supermarket delicatessens are dominated by 

rice, bread, and potato as staple food as compared to maize. Thus, this research is interested in 

the foodscapes and positioning of maize products in South Africa as a staple food. This interest 

is related to the fact that foodscapes are also seen as cultural structures of societies (Gysman, 

2021). As Gysman (2021:8) asserts they “are also political spaces that construct and reinforce 

hierarchies and social identities (for example, class, race, gender, nationhood, and ethnicity).” 
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Specifically, such forces give those in power a considerable role in this shift in maize staple 

consumption patterns. In addition, their marketing or advertising strategies create ideologies 

about staple foods, forcing individuals and groups to orient themselves within a society 

according to those ideologies (Ijabs, 2014). In an attempt to thoroughly explore the foodscapes 

and positioning of maize in Africa, the research focuses on studying food consumption 

discourses around maize and its products. 

 

The current study examines the consumption discourses surrounding maize staple products to 

address the gap in research. This study focuses on the perceptions of the youth because during 

this period there is enough abstract thinking to understand the impact food choices have on 

health in the future (Stang and Story, 2005). The focus is set on Cape Town Youths because 

they are perceived to have generally more control over what they eat at home. The youth is 

more autonomous in terms of food choice and food-related attitudes (Neumark-Sztainer, Story, 

Perry, and Casey, 1999), but social influence still plays a huge role (Stang and Story, 2005). 

This is therefore an interesting group to study food media as a potential social influencer of 

food-related behaviours. The research focuses on the youth in Cape Town in particular because 

of the city’s diverse population. The city of Cape Town, which is located on South Africa's 

southwest coast, is a true reflection of the multicultural melting pot that is the rainbow nation. 

The multiculturalism of Cape Town has been attributed in large part to migration and recently 

urbanisation. Every year, there is a net influx of new residents into the Western Cape (Bekker, 

2002). The number of persons moving to the Western Cape increased by 23% between 1999 

and 2001. (Statistics South Africa, 2001). Most of the individuals moving to the province in 

those years came from the Eastern Cape, according to the 1996 and 2001 Censuses (Statistics 

South Africa), perhaps reflecting the greatest and fastest demographic migration in the nation 

(Bekker, 2002). Migration to the Western Cape is driven by the perception of higher quality of 

life, upgraded infrastructure, and more career opportunities. As a result, there are many ethnic 

groups in the area, each with its distinct language, which over time have interacted to produce 

a variety of cuisines (Ford and Versi). It is important to understand how knowledge about maize 

consumption discourses contributes to shaping consumer attitudes (Verain et al., 2015). 

 

Further, given the history of maize and its adaptation as a staple food of choice in multicultural 

South Africa, the researcher applies a decolonial lamp, Decoloniality emerged out of response 

to coloniality. Coloniality describes a form of Western Civilization that is supported by a 

complex and diverse structure of knowledge, basically, Christian Theology, Secular Sciences, 
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and Philosophy. The term decoloniality refers to “the dismantling of relationships of power 

and conceptions of knowledge that foment the reproduction of racial, gender, and geo-political 

hierarchies that came into being or found new and more powerful forms of expression in the 

modern or colonial world” (Maldonado- Torres, 2008:117). Thus, decoloniality seeks to 

dismantle coloniality and to open up multiple other forms of being in the world through the 

production of counter-discourses, counter-knowledge, and counter-practices. This involves 

advancing radically distinct perspectives and positionalities that displace Western rationality 

as the only framework and possibility of existence, analysis and thought. Decoloniality is 

important in discourse analysis because, as Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2013:63) argued, “the worst 

form of colonisation … on the continent is the epistemological one, colonisation of imagination 

and the mind that is hidden in institutions and discourses that govern the modern globe.” Thus, 

this literature review is useful for the research as it sheds light on the origin of some of the 

discourses associated with the consumption of staple food discourses. 

 

1.1 The case of maize as a staple food in South Africa 
 

In South Africa, the selection of maize as a staple food can be traced back to convenience as 

maize is historically not indigenous to Africa. According to Karon (2018), maize is believed to 

have been introduced across Africa by Portuguese explorers in the 15th century. Mwema et al. 

(2016) found that the dominance of maize as a staple in Africa began during the colonial period. 

Before that, the dominant staples in African diets were sorghum and millet (Kgoleng, 2018). 

This was also true among South Africa’s black population before the forced urbanisation that 

followed the discovery of diamonds and gold in the late 19th century, when maize was adopted 

as a cash crop by black peasant farmers before it was cultivated by white commercial farmers 

(Karon, 2018). The adoption of maize as a staple in South Africa was further facilitated because 

maize “matures early, is high in calories, easy to prepare, highly storable and easy to process” 

(Kgoleng, 2018). Maize became an even more common staple during the apartheid era, which 

forced black men off the land and into worker compounds around the diamond mines of 

Kimberley and the gold mines of Johannesburg (Karon, 2018). The need to feed thousands of 

mine workers who were coerced into wage labour by government taxes and the land restrictions 

imposed on their cashless rural subsistence economy created a market for maize products that 

became the staple food of the black South African diet (Karon, 2018). Corn was easier to 

cultivate than millet or sorghum for the reduced workforce left behind on small subsistence 

plots, and as a result, the corn-porridge basis of the modern black South African diet was born. 
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Agbola and Sajini’s (2002) list representing their findings of some of the essential staple foods 

consumed by South African households asserts maize’s dominance as a staple, followed by 

rice and wheat. 

            

Today South African cuisine across different ethnic groups is founded on maize as the main 

staple food, and it is the main staple eaten by the majority of South Africans (Rutledge et al., 

2011). Undeniably, the signature staple food for Zulus, Xhosas, Sothos, Tswanas, Swatis, 

Tsongas, and Vendas is maize-based. These groups have lived off the produce of the land for 

generations. Their food was (and, to some extent, still is) defined by what was locally grown 

and available and is mainly made of maize because they are easily cultivated and stretch far 

enough to feed large families (Karon, 2018). It is also ideal if a person wants something filling 

and economical. As a staple food, maize is rich in vitamins A, C, and E, carbohydrates, and 

essential minerals (Rutledge et al., 2011). It is also a good energy source, rich in dietary fibre 

and calories (Rutledge et al., 2011). Since these subcultural groups have been indigenous to 

Africa for centuries, their cuisine has evolved over the years (Karon, 2018). However, they 

have retained many of their original ingredients and cooking methods, particularly in rural 

areas (Karon, 2018)). At the same time, the diversity of the different ethnic groups is reflected 

in the country’s local cuisine. Sometimes described as the rainbow nation, South Africa is truly 

a cultural melting pot, and the influence of colonisation and immigration is present in the food 

eaten across the country (Kenfack, 2019). Famous African dishes include tripe, mealie pap 

(corn-based porridge usually fortified with animal fat, beans, and vegetables), samp and beans, 

sour milk porridge, and dumplings. 

 

A considerable part of South African local cuisine is no doubt maize as one of the staple food. 

Maize is eaten by itself on cobs, with relish as a mealie meal, porridge among others and is 

also used for products such as sweeteners, bread, and cornmeal (Rutledge et al., 2011). The 

varieties of maize and its products are boundless, as it is filling and economical. The most 

common maize dish in South Africa is ipapa (pap), which is a kind of cooked cornmeal or a 

thick porridge. Pap is thinner or stiffer depending on where a person eats it and is completely 

bland and can be quite satisfying when served with a good sauce or stew (Karon, 2018). Other 

common maize dishes include umngqusho and uphuthu. Umngqusho or samp and beans, as it 

might be dubbed in English is eaten mainly by Xhosa people in the Eastern Cape. It is made 

with “stamp mielies” or broken dried maize kernels and sugar beans (Aartsma, 2004). Many 

people would recognize samp as dried hominy; although once smashed into fragments, 
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rehydrated, and boiled along with dried beans, it does not resemble grits. Rich in protein, 

carbohydrates, and roughage, it is a basic sustenance that can be complemented by several 

different meats and vegetables. Uphutu, is a drier, more crumbly corn porridge reminiscent of 

a coarse polenta (Karon, 2018). This version requires the company to fulfil its nutritional 

mission, and commonly it is eaten with milk or sour milk known as Amasi. Largely, consumers 

in South Africa grow up eating either one or all of these maize staple foods. 

 

1.2 Statement of the problem 
 

The subject of food consumption is of interest to many scholars and has been widely studied 

within different fields. A review of the literature reveals that most of the research relating to 

food consumption discourses has largely focused on healthy consumption, food security, fast-

food consumption, and eating practices relating to lifestyle choices. While this literature is 

significant, there is a gap in research concerning staple food consumption discourses. This is 

particularly interesting in the South African context, where maize is a common staple food for 

the majority of black people with some having it as the main food source. The gap in research 

is additionally concerning, seeing that the South African restaurant markets that have 

previously only included potato and flour staple foods in their menus are slowly shifting to 

include other kinds of staple food, such as maize products on their menus. As such, it remains 

important to investigate how people conceptualise, speak, and write about maize products as 

staple foods, including looking at how these staple food discourses also function as repositories 

and mirrors of people’s ideas and beliefs about human nature of reality, as well as about the 

kind of identities people imagine through food as meaning-making resources in a multicultural 

South Africa. 

 

1.3 Aims 
 

This study is twofold. It aims to study how maize products are positioned in South African 

foodscapes by looking at the consumption discourses in a multicultural South African context. 

This includes looking at the kind of semiotics and discourses used to label and advertise a few 

selected maize products in South African foodscapes.  

It also seeks to investigate the youth’s perceptions of maize products as staple foods and their 

discourses on the market. 
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1.4 Objectives 
 

1. To identify the kind of semiotic resources and discourses that are used to label and sell 

maize products and their meals in the advertisement in the South African context.  

2. To investigate the kind of meanings that are attached to the different semiotic resources 

and discourses. 

3. To investigate the youth’s perceptions of maize products as a staple food and their 

discourses on the market.  

4. To find out the kind of performed identities and ideologies found in these discourses 

and youth narratives on the consumption practices and staple food positioning in Africa 

and their implications thereof. 

  

1.5 Research questions 
 

1. What are the kinds of semiotic resources and discourses that are used to label and sell 

maize products and their meals in the selected advertisements in the South African 

context? 

2. What are the kinds of meanings that are attached to the different semiotic resources and 

discourses? 

3. What are the youth’s perceptions of maize products as a staple food and their 

consumption discourses on the market? 

4. What are the kinds of performed identities and ideologies found in these discourses on 

the consumption practices and staple food positioning in Africa and their implications 

in fostering a multicultural country? 

  

1.6 Significance of the study 
 

This study offers an examination of the discourses surrounding maize and its products as a 

staple food. One source of food consumption discourse that we come across every day is 

televised food advertisements. Critical Multisemiotic Discourse analysis provides a framework 

to draw on the different meanings in advertisements that are centred on food consumption 

discourses, to analyse and reveal how they are used to convey a range of meanings. Studying 

food consumption discourse is significant because it emphasises the way that discourse relies 

not just on language or images but is built into our material worlds and shapes what we do and 
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why (Volosinov, 1973). Due to scarce literature on maize as a staple food in Africa, this study 

draws on and contributes to the notions of staple food consumption discourses on the presence 

of maize staple food in foodscapes and reveals the ideological meanings thereof and the 

perceptions of the youth on maize staple food in Africa. These ideologies in discourse often 

remain less than entirely visible because they are so common. A multisemiotic analysis 

provides a framework to draw out the different meanings in advertisements that are centred on 

maize staple food consumption discourses, to analyse and reveal how they are used by 

advertisers to convey a range of meanings.  Ultimately this study will demonstrate that 

discourse can push people in a certain direction of social practices that run on ideologies. 

Thereby, contributing to a relevant body of literature in both fields of Food Studies and 

Linguistics. 

 

1.7 Organisation of the thesis 
 

Chapter One: Introduction to the Study presents the introduction of the research. It 

introduces the research topic of staple food and provides the necessary background information 

for the study. The chapter offers a broad discussion on staple foods, which includes discussions 

of some of the most common staple foods from all over the world and how they were 

established as staple foods. It also discusses maize and maize products as common staple foods 

across Africa, particularly in South Africa. The chapter also offers the background of the study, 

which discusses the history of maize as a staple in Africa and, more broadly, South Africa. 

Further, this chapter comprises the statement of the problem, the aims of the study, the 

objectives, the research questions, and the significance of the study. 

    

Chapter Two: Literature Review presents the literature review. It provides a review of 

literature that’s relevant to the research topic and demonstrates the need for the research study. 

This includes literature dealing with concepts of foodscapes, globalisation of foodscapes, as 

well as the media and media discourses. The chapter further includes literature mapping out 

food consumption discourses, with a focus on advertisement, and includes literature on the 

following topics: defining food consumption discourses, advertisements as consumption 

discourses, defining advertisements, advertisements as institutions, semiotics and advertising, 

product positioning in advertisements and stereotyping in advertisements. Consumption as 

identity construction is also meticulously defined in this chapter. 
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Chapter Three: Theoretical framework presents Critical Multisemiotic Discourse Analysis 

as the framework for the study. This involves exploring critical discourse analysis and 

multimodality and its tenets.  

 

Chapter Four: Methodology is the research methodology of the study. It provides an 

overview of the research design employed in the study. The chapter further discusses the 

research methods the researcher used to collect data and unpacks it in detail on how the data 

was collected using different research methods. The chapter also contains information about 

the ethical considerations of the study. The chapter concludes by discussing how the data is 

analysed using a critical multisemiotic discourse analysis theoretical framework. 

 

Chapter Five: Semiotics and Discourses in Maize Advertisements provides the findings of 

the study and analysis concerning the kinds of semiotics and discourses that are used to label 

and sell maize products and their meals in the advertisements in the South African context. It 

also presents an analysis of the kind of meanings that are attached to the different semiotics 

and discourses. Essentially, this chapter presents the analysis of the video advertisements from 

YouTube. The analysis focuses on different semiotics in the videos and how they are used to 

create meaning. 

 

Chapter Six: Perceptions of Maize and its Discourses in the Market, and Ideologies, 

presents the findings and analysis related to the youth’s perceptions of maize products as staple 

food and their discourses on the market. It also presents the analysis of the kind of performed 

identities and ideologies found in these discourses and youth narratives on the consumption 

practices and staple food positioning in Africa and their implications. The analysis comprises 

the data collected from the interviews and explores the perceptions of the youth on maize stale 

products. 

 

Chapter Seven: Conclusion of the Study is the final chapter, and concludes the study. The 

chapter presents the study’s conclusions by drawing on the findings in chapters four and five. 

It offers responses to the problem statement and objectives defined in Chapter 1. The chapter 

also provides recommendations for future research relating to foodscapes and the positioning 

of staple food in Africa. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

2.0 Introduction 
 

This chapter provides an overview of previously conducted research related to the study’s 

topic. It helps the researcher to determine gaps, shortcomings, and victories of previous studies 

(Maree, 2018). The literature review introduces concepts of foodscapes as well as the 

globalisation of foodscapes, providing a valuable foundation for addressing the interconnected 

material and social dimensions of the food system. It also reviews literature mapping out food 

consumption discourse with a focus on advertisements covering the following topics: Defining 

food consumption discourses, Advertisements as consumption discourses, Defining 

Advertisements, Advertisements as institutions, Semiotics and Advertisements, Product 

positioning in advertisements, Stereotyping in advertisements, and Consumption as identity 

construction.  

 

2.1 Understanding the concept of foodscapes 
 

A simple and straightforward definition of a foodscape is suggested by “the actual sites where 

we find food” (Mikkelsen, 2011:210).  However, because foodscapes are complex and dynamic 

as they result from an interplay of several factors, the notion of foodscapes has therefore been 

defined and conceptualised in various ways (from material to more holistic and socio-cultural) 

by different scholars (Dake, 2021). For instance, from a behavioural perspective, Mikkelsen 

(2011:10) simplified the term ‘foodscape’ by breaking it down into two components, food, and 

scapes,  to address “the relationship between food, its spatial context and the viewer, the person 

to which this image appears .” Mikkelsen (2011:215) thus defined the term as “physical, 

organisational and socio-cultural spaces in which clients/guests encounter meals, food and 

food-related issues including health messages.” Mikkelsen (2011:209) understands foodscapes 

“as a tool to describe our food environments and to assess the potential impact on food choice 

and food behaviour.” Ultimately, this perspective stresses how individual perceptions of 

foodscapes determine food consumption behaviours. At the same time, Mackendrik (2014) 

described foodscapes as “the places and spaces where you acquire food, prepare food, talk 

about food, or generally gather some sort of meaning from food.” On the other hand, from a 
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spatial perspective, Winson (2004:301) defined foodscapes as “the multiplicity of places where 

food is displayed for purchase and where it may be consumed.” Thus, designating the term to 

a set of food outlets in an area, such as retail food shops, markets, restaurants, and take-away 

restaurants (Vonthron et al., 2020). This perspective highlights the diversity of urban 

foodscapes and their impacts on the diet and health of the communities that rely upon those 

foodscapes. Meanwhile, from a systemic perspective, Roep and Wiskerke (2013) refer to 

foodscape as describing “the spatial distribution of food across (urban) spaces and institutional 

settings.” As such, Vonthron et al. (2020) defines the foodscape as the set of places and spaces 

linked to food throughout the food chain, from production to consumption.  

  

Overall, common to all attempts at the definition of foodscape is that, on the one hand, they 

understand foodscapes as “physical material manifestation whose design is shaped by the 

actions of actors and charged with subjective interpretation” (Sedelmeier, 2022). As such, the 

study refers to Miewald and McCann’s (2014)’ characterization that foodscapes draw attention 

to the spatiality of food systems and include their physical structures or places, such as homes, 

supermarkets, restaurants, and grocery shops, as well as social and economic factors that 

influence how individuals in a specific area access different foods and make dietary choices or 

decisions. This characterisation also includes the non-material environment where people are 

exposed to food messages, such as the media and traditional food knowledge (Miewald and 

McCann, 2014). Vonthron et al. (2020:8) refer to this as “the people-food-territory nexus” and 

argue that it shows that foodscapes are not only part of a spatial environment but are also 

socially shaped. Hence, the ‘foodscape’ is not viewed only as a spatial distribution of food 

outlets but is considered the result of a place-based history, including actors and policies. The 

term ‘foodscape’ is used “to emphasise the spatialization of foodways and the interconnections 

between people, food, and places” (Yasmeen, 1996). It is a “socially constructed view of the 

field of food” (Johnston and Goodman, 2015). Vonthron et al. (2020) highlight the critical role 

of culture in the food-people-place nexus, as well as the role of social relations by considering 

the foodscape not as an environment external to individuals but as a landscape including 

perceived and socially shaped by individuals. This perspective shares a systemic way of 

thinking, considering culture and experience of food as part of the foodscape. 
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The notion of foodscapes provides a valuable framework to address the complexity of the food 

system, both the material and social dimensions of foodscapes, and their interconnectedness 

(Vonthron et al., 2020). In regards to this study, the notion is used to capture discourses about 

food and landscape of various scales, from micro-scale individual practice to global regime 

(Adema, 2009). In a nutshell, this study applies the notion of foodscapes to encompass the 

places in which food is purchased and consumed, discussed, and implicated in the processes of 

social identity construction (Gysman, 2021). The notion of foodscapes is instrumental in this 

study as it explains how foodscapes are shaped, influenced, and transformed by social practices 

(shopping, cooking, eating), political and legal institutions, economic decisions, and relations 

of power within food systems (Vonthron et al., 2020). Further, it emphasises that the food 

around us is not just an objective reality but is also a subjective “deeply perspectival construct,” 

(Appadurai, 1990). According to Adema (2009), this indicates that foodscapes are perceived 

differently by each of us according to our “historical, linguistic and political situatedness of 

different sorts of actors.” Foodscapes are expressions of people’s relationships with food in 

various social and individual contexts, relationships that are variously manifested in the diverse 

scapes of modern life. Using foodscapes as an interpretative framework, the study reads 

physical landscapes as food-centred spaces while simultaneously taking into account human 

interaction with the physical spaces. “Foodscapes are personal, social, cultural, political, 

economic, or historical landscapes that, in one way or another, are about food. . . . [They] are 

symbolic of real and desired identities and of power, social, and spatial relations articulated 

through food” (Adema 2007). 

 

Gil et al. (2019) point out that recent changes in foodscapes have been observed to be more 

pronounced due to several reasons, including the influence of processes such as globalisation 

and transnationality, urbanisation, and westernisation. In regards to this study, these changes 

have been characterised by a shift in the consumption of staple food in restaurants and 

supermarket delicatessens. As such, studying foodscapes will be useful in this study to help 

with understanding what inspired these changes and, more importantly, the role played by the 

foodscapes in the consumption discourses of maize products. Further, the notion of foodscapes 

is relevant for this study as it is well suited to express people’s views and ideas of their 

surrounding food environments and how they should be since “foodscape implicates the 

multiple informative historic and contemporary personal, social, political, cultural, and 

economic forces that inform how people think about and use (or eschew) food in various spaces 
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they inhabit” (Adema, 2009:36). Hence, the notion of foodscape is a useful framework for 

studying discourses about food and sites. 

 

2.1.1 Globalisation of foodscapes 
 

The phenomenon of globalisation is used to collectively refer to a variety of economic, cultural, 

social, and political developments that have impacted the world over the past fifty years or so. 

These developments include the information technology revolution as well as the breakdown 

of national and geopolitical borders in the face of an ever-growing transnational movement of 

capital, goods, and services (Guttal, 2007). A review of literature on the topic shows that 

globalisation is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon and as a result, it is one of the most 

contested topics by its supporters and its detractors in the social sciences.  For this reason, the 

phenomenon has been accorded multiple definitions, and a wide range of powers and effects 

have been ascribed to it (Guttal, 2007).  Despite the ongoing debates about the phenomenon, 

both supporters and detractors alike agree that advancements in applied sciences, technology, 

and communications have played central roles in making globalisation possible (Guttal, 2007). 

With that in mind, in this study, I adopt the definitions by Lemańska-Majdzik and Sobiegraj 

(2013) and Jenkins (2004) which effectively capture the notions of globalisation of foodscapes. 

Lemańska-Majdzik and Sobiegraj (2013) define globalisation as “a historical and spontaneous 

process of liberalisation as well as the integration of capital, markets, labour force, technology 

and information into one interdependent global market.” Jenkins (2004:21) describes 

globalisation as “a process of greater integration within the world economy, through 

movements of goods and services, capital, technology and (to a lesser extent) labour, which 

leads increasingly to economic decisions being influenced by global conditions.” This 

emphasis on ‘movement’ corresponds with the fundamental concept of tourism, which involves 

the movement of goods over space (Schmelzkopf, 2002) and has a significant impact on the 

globalisation of food (Inglis and Gimlin, 2009). Ergo, one of the most visible effects of the 

phenomenon of globalisation related to food practices is the increasing homogenization of the 

world’s foodscapes 

 

Food-related practices are generally identified through regional (or national) names, implying 

that recipes and food habits are still mostly place-based (Ferrer, 2015; cited in dell’Agnese and 
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Pettenati, 2018). However, as one of the more pervasive of human life, from an individual, 

social, cultural, political, and economic point of view, they are often influenced by other social 

phenomena such as globalisation (dell’Agnese and Pettenati, 2018). Globalisation has 

transformed many aspects of human activity, including food-related practices, thereby 

contributing to the increased homogenization of foodscapes. (Mak et al., 2012).  According to 

Hanus (2018), homogenisation is “associated with the alignment of the lifestyles of different 

age and social groups (significantly younger and middle-aged people), as well as reducing the 

role of local traditions in consumption behaviour.” Currently, food consumption 

patterns/choices in societies are primarily shaped by the ongoing globalisation process, which 

manifests as easy access to products (Hanus, 2018).  Although it may seem like food and 

globalisation are inseparable only nowadays, Reiser (2003) argues that globalisation is not a 

new phenomenon, the speed and scope of change are accelerating, facilitated mainly by 

unprecedented advances in transport, information, and communication technology.  In 

actuality, dell’Agnese and Pettenati (2018) assert that food products and culinary ideas have 

been travelling across oceans for ages. Due to globalisation, increasingly, food items travel 

large distances from the places where they are produced to where they are consumed. The 

globalisation of foodscapes is signified by the presence of more different food items on the 

market, each with its own product and production characteristics and produced in different 

parts of the world, forcing consumers to make more choices about the food they consume 

(Warde, 1997). In this way, globalisation contributes hugely to the formation of consumption 

patterns and to the modelling of consumption patterns and the behaviour of consumers, which 

can result in people/consumers being attracted to buying global products (Hanus, 2018). 

Thereby, also increasing the homogenisation of foodscapes. 

 

The impact of globalisation on foodscapes is easily detachable in the market environment, 

specifically with retail and service infrastructure, expansion of hypermarkets, fast-food 

restaurant chains, and legal provisions regulating the protection of consumers’ interests 

(Hanus, 2018). dell’Agnese and Pettenati capture the impact of globalisation with a great 

example in the following passage (2018:235): “Nowadays, hardly anyone is surprised that, in 

a supermarket in Milan (or in Moscow), one pound of bananas costs, more or less the same as 

one pound of apples. Bananas are tropical fruits, while apples when in season, are usually 

locally produced in temperate climates. The fact that they are both available at about the same 
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price all over the year on the same markets is just one of the many aspects of food 

globalisation”. 

 

Alongside the increasing homogenisation of the world’s foodscapes, food behaviour is another 

significant aspect of globalisation. As one of the most essential forms of consumption, food 

consumption choices can reveal a lot about foodscapes. It signifies ways of acting as well as 

attitudes of individuals, which are directly related to satisfying nutritional needs. Eating 

behaviour is related to the choice of food and dishes, the organisation of their purchase, storage, 

the preparation of consumption, the composition of meals, the place and time of their 

consumption, as well as accompanying people (Goryńska-Goldmann and Ratajczak, 2010; 

Hanus, 2016). The assimilation process of food consumption is created by many various 

factors, such as more effortless mobility, technological progress, as well as the expansion of 

international retail chains (hyper- and supermarkets and discount stores), and the 

standardisation of their offers. Overall, “food consumption is the fruit of the constant and 

uninterrupted interaction of flows of a thousand origins, and at the same time, it appears and 

becomes something strongly rooted in regional terms, although today it seems to be subjected 

to the threats of globalisation. Indeed, as remarked by Kiple (2007), food globalisation is a 

‘movable feast’, lasting since the establishment of agriculture and the subsequent diffusion of 

farming cultures” (dell’Agnese and Pettenati, 2018). Trends in the food behaviour of 

consumers, which are expanded by globalisation in the whole world, forced food producers to 

create new, individualised products, which can satisfy consumers’ needs, such as functional 

food, convenience food or organic food. 

 

2.2 The media and media discourses  
 

The media are various communication channels or tools that are used to store and convey 

information or data. It plays an important role in society as people rely on the media to be 

informed or to inform others about events happening all over the world. According to Hjarvard 

(2008), media has historically been thought of as something distinct from society and culture, 

but modern society is so infused with media that it may no longer be thought of as something 

distinct from other social institutions and cultures. As a result, the social power of the media 

on discourse is significant. The influence of the media can be attributed to its considerable 
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power to shape opinion and belief, change habits of life, actively mould behaviour and impose 

political systems even against resistance (MCQuail, 1979:9). For Harvard (2008:106), this 

influence media exert on society “arises out of the fact that they have become an integral part 

of other institutions’ operations, while they also have achieved a degree of self-determination 

and authority that forces other institutions, to greater or lesser degrees, to submit to their logic”. 

 

Additionally, media discourses are a part of everyday consumption practices and according to 

Hepp (2012), they are symbolic resources for carrying out everyday practices. A basic premise 

that has long been established within various fields of study is that media discourses are 

significant in terms of how people consume in everyday life (Keller and Halkier, 2014). 

Through a number of processes such as advertising, media discourses become, and remain, a 

part of everyday consumption practices and as a result consumers often knowingly or 

unknowingly draw upon different influences from various media discourses in terms of their 

consumptions (Keller and Halkier, 2014). Therefore, when engaging in consumption and 

navigating normative expectations for proper consumption behaviour, consumers use media 

discourses as symbolic resources. For this reason, studying consumption discourses in media 

is significant as they can lead to some sort of “appropriation among consumers, whereby some 

routine activities potentially become noticed, normatively contested and perhaps changed” 

(Keller and Halkier, 2014:36). 

 

For instance, Hanus (2018) points out the impact of the media on people’s lives and their 

consumption behaviours. According to him, the media manipulates consumers through 

advertising, movies, electronic social networks, blogs, and selected global information, causing 

them to repeat previously presented patterns. Consequently, the desire for a more attractive, 

modern lifestyle, looking for convenient products, is added to the behaviour of consumers 

through the globalisation process (Mazurek- Łopacińska, 2003). For instance, globalisation and 

accompanying changes and trends are visible in the sphere of consumption mainly through 

initiating new forms of consumption and consumption behaviours, creating new products, new 

sales places, and new needs, changing the ways of consumption, trends, and lifestyles, 

increasing in consumer activity on the market, as well as increasing competitiveness and 

entrepreneurship of consumers (Włodarczyk, 2015). Globalisation’s impact on food 

consumption discourses is visible primarily in the market environment (Włodarczyk, 2015). 
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The first of the areas of global food consumption is associated with retail and service 

infrastructure, expansion of hypermarkets, fast food restaurant chains, and legal provisions 

regulating the protection of consumers’ interests. The second area is associated with the 

expanding shopping and eating habits, brands, and assortments in individual consumer 

segments. 

 

2.3 Mapping food consumption discourses: A case of advertisements 
 

Drawing on Hall (1981), food consumption discourse refers to the language or the way of 

representing knowledge about food. The term discourse refers to any form of communication, 

both written and spoken. The term in semantics and discourse analysis refers to a conceptual 

generalisation of conversation. Similarly, Dash et al. (2016) state that discourse identifies and 

describes a dialogue or conversation in a particular field of study. In essence, discourse can be 

understood as the vocabulary presented through different modes for investigating subjects in a 

particular field of study or social practice. Hence food consumption discourses refer to food-

related communication, both verbal and non-verbal such as “spoken and written words, 

gestures, sounds, images, etc.” (Matwick and Matwick, 2019:9).  Gee (1990:142) adds that 

food consumption discourse also includes functional and ideological food-related 

communication, which accounts for the “activity of talking and writing, such as conversations, 

stories, recipes, and jokes, and ways of being in the world, or forms of life which integrate 

words, acts, values, beliefs, attitudes, social identities, as well as gestures, glances, body 

positions, and clothes.”            

 

As a discourse, food consumption is a culture-specific and dynamic social practice that 

expresses individual and collective socio-cultural values about food through written, spoken, 

and visual texts. This approach to food consumption as a discourse suggests that food itself is 

no longer seen solely as an item of basic sustenance for human beings but has evolved and 

emerged as “a mode of symbolic gratification through which people reinterpret themselves and 

relate themselves to other people in society” (Dash et al., 2016). In the interactional framework 

of market-driven ideologies and local practices, multiple and changing identities are constituted 

through advertising agencies and consumption discourses. Consumer identity, or the narratives 

of the consuming self, partakes in the institutional ideology of marketing and the dominant 
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discourses propagated by advertising. Advertising is marked by the critical reconstruction and 

reinvention of local cultures in relation to other cultural entities. Advertisements can be used 

to ‘analyse the ways in which social actors construct meanings and identities. 

 

The significance of food consumption discourse is to describe the relationship between food 

and language to processes of socialisation and power in TV advertisements. The primary focus 

of food consumption discourse is on the language itself and, second, the agents of food 

discourse, in this case, advertisers. This perspective offers a framework to consider how TV 

advertisements of food create, sustain, and legitimise the advertisers” power and privileged 

public positions to make changes in the way viewers eat, cook, and ultimately live. 

 

2.3.1 Advertisements as consumption discourses 
 

At the root of the word ‘advertisement’ is the verb ‘advertere' from mediaeval Latin to direct 

one's attention to, and it is used broadly to refer to “any type or form of public announcement 

intended to direct people’s attention to the availability, qualities and/or cost of specific 

commodities or services” (Hosney, 2012:79). Richard and Curran (as cited in Karimova, 

2014:2) define advertising as a “paid, mediated form of communication from an identifiable 

source, designed to persuade the receiver to take some action, now or in the future”. Wilson 

(2010) clarifies that it is nothing but a paid form of non-personal presentation or promotion of 

ideas, goods or services by an identified sponsor to disseminate information concerning an 

idea, product or service. (Cook, 2001:9) notes that “the defining features of the modern 

advertisement as a genre are surprisingly hard to pin down”. This is because “the term is 

interpreted both more broadly and more narrowly: more broadly because it includes ads which 

do not offer a product at all; more narrowly because it does not deal with everything which 

such a definition encompasses” (Cook, 2001:9). Advertising is not necessarily easy to define, 

but in general the concept of advertising can be decided as either commercial or non-

commercial. According to (Hosney, 2012) “advertising can be seen to fall into three main 

categories: (1) consumer advertising, which is directed towards the promotion of some product 

or service to the general public; (2) trade advertising, which is directed to dealers and 

professionals through appropriate trade publications and media, and (3) public relations 

advertising, which is directed towards society by citizens or community groups, or by 
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politicians, in order to promote some issue of social concern or political agenda” (Hosney, 

2012). This study focuses on the first category; namely, consumer advertising.” Or put simply, 

commercial advertising, based on the knowledge that the intended meaning of the advertiser is 

not only to communicate the concept of a product or service, but also to persuade the viewer 

to perform a purchase. Therefore this thesis presents the observed persuasive messages and 

how they are presented in advertising. 

 

The self-evident goal of advertisements is to persuade consumers to act or think in a textually 

determined way in order to boost sales of particular commodities and services (Vaičenonienė, 

2006). The core purpose of advertising is to persuade people or audiences to buy the products 

or services being advertised or to accept the idea being advertised. Selling to the consumer no 

matter what the need for the goods or services is. In fact, central to the defining features of 

advertising “as a form of discourse and as a system of language use,” is persuasion. It is an 

important function of advertising and is inevitable while talking about advertising. As a result, 

several authors have focused their definition of the term on its function to persuade consumers. 

For instance, according to Bishop “advertising is controlled identifiable persuasion using mass 

communication media”. Frank (2005) also provides a clear and concise definition of 

advertising when he states that the purpose of advertising is to persuade consumers to make 

purchases. Even though these definitions are brief, they address the significance of both the 

advertiser(s) and the viewers in, emphasising that persuasion is the major communication 

objective of advertising (Vaienonien, 2006). Therefore any advertisement devoid of persuasion 

is not the part of advertising and will only be considered as a communication link disseminating 

some piece of information to the masses. In this regard, persuasion or persuasive discourse 

refers to the use of language and other semiotic resources with the intention to influence and/or 

change someone’s attitudes, beliefs or behaviour (Jaworska, 2020). It is not a good or bad thing, 

but it can be both and if it is the latter, i.e. bad, it is normally referred to as manipulation. 

Whereas persuasion in a positive sense is understood as a form of asymmetrical interaction in 

which the persuader attempts to alter the hearer’s attitude or behaviour with the view to benefit 

the hearer, manipulation does the same thing, but the difference is that its outcomes benefit 

only the persuader (Harrè, 1985). From this point of view, advertising can be a form of 

manipulation, since it is the advertiser/persuader who almost always benefits, while the benefits 

to the hearer may not always materialise. For this reason, critics see advertising as a parasitic 

form of discourse and a form of exploitation and deception, which brainwashes people to spend 
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money buying something that they most likely do not need (Breeze, 2013). Therefore, some 

see advertising as the ultimate engine of excessive consumption perpetuating and celebrating 

materialism (Baudrillard 1998), while simultaneously reinforcing uniform tastes and social 

stereotypes (Bell and Milic, 2002; Machin and Thornborrow, 2003). (Jaworska, 2020). The 

area of advertising is interesting to a discourse analyst because advertising texts are produced 

for a specific purpose; to persuade the viewer to perform a purchase or to present a product in 

as desirable a way as possible. Thus, advertising in this research is seen as a communicative 

process aimed at promoting a product or service by persuading, convincing, advising and 

warning consumers to get a desired outcome. 

 

Beyond persuasion, advertisements function as vehicles for disseminating crucial information 

about products, services, and brands. They educate consumers about features, benefits, pricing, 

and availability. This is in line with John J. Myers' assertion that “advertising is dissemination 

of information concerning an idea, service or product to compel the action following the 

interest of the advertiser”. By disseminating information advertising makes the audiences 

appreciate that the product or service exists and explains exactly what it is. Through 

informative objectives, customers are informed about the product, its working, pricing and cost 

standards. Besides these, informative advertising objectives include developing awareness 

about the product and the company among consumers.  

 

Foucault (1972:49) introduces a different view of discourse in terms of his concept of 

knowledge or ‘episteme’; he does not think of discourse as a piece of text but rather as 

“practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak”. As a site for food 

consumption discourses, advertisements exert influence on individual food choices by shaping 

images and definitions of food and, as a consequence, influence viewers’ perceptions of food. 

Advertisements govern the way people talk on the subject of food consumption and can be 

used to regulate the conduct of others on food consumption. Advertising reflects and creates 

social norms and is perceived as the most influential institution of socialisation in modern 

society. Advertising draws strength from repetition, and the omnipresence of advertising 

imagery results in the normalisation of ideas and beliefs set by the power structure. Due to the 

discursive nature of advertising texts and the dynamic manner in which different genres are 

presented in media, advertising becomes inconspicuous and natural. Advertisements function 
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as modes of representation and signifying practices that contribute to our knowledge and ways 

of viewing the world (Fairclough, 1992). In this regard, advertisements pose as channels 

through which human behaviour and practices can be observed and analysed, consequently 

contributing to what we know and how we make sense of the world and the ways in which we 

view it. Sharing this sentiment, Cortese (2008:2) refers to advertising as a cultural tool and 

powerful vehicle of social communication, whereby members of a given society absorb their 

“cultural heritage and cultural ideologies of domination.” In this context, ideology includes 

images, concepts, and assumptions through which members of a society represent, understand, 

interpret and make sense of social life. Effectively, advertising sets the tone for the way in 

which individuals, communities, and societies interact with each other. 

 

Even though it might seem like purchasing or reacting to an advertisement is a personal choice, 

research shows that the way we process information lies outside of our conscious control of 

awareness (Sedivy and Carlson 2011:577). This gives advertisers a great advantage when 

attempting to persuade with an advertisement; whether or not the advertisement is noticed as 

an advertisement or not, it will still be processed in the receiver’s mind as information. The 

effect of a persuasive message is shown in the viewer’s assessment of the information given in 

the message. Advertisers, of course, have no interpersonal relationship with the viewer and 

depend on linguistic sources to create one. Hermerén (1999:40) states that in mass 

communication, it is understandable if the receiver of a message often finds the message 

irrelevant, knowing that thousands, perhaps millions of other people get the same message. It 

is, therefore, essential to create the impression that what is being promoted is important to the 

viewer. Attempts at personalization can take different forms such as the use of frames that 

show relations between participants, angles and compositional elements. The discourse of 

advertising is based on the assumption that the text is produced to persuade the viewer to buy 

a product or a service or to present that product or service as desirable as possible to the viewer. 

 

2.3.2 Advertisements as institutions 
 

Taking a slightly different approach, Hovland and Wolburg (2015) regard advertising as an 

institution. Their justification for this perspective is inherent in Hamilton’s (1932:84; cited in 

Hovland and Wolburg, 2015) description of institutions as “any simple thing we observe coin, 

a timetable, a cancelled check, a baseball score, a phonograph record has little significance in 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



 

35 
 

itself; the meaning it imparts comes from the ideas, values, and habits established about it”. 

These simple things are institutions that provide standards of conformity for human activity, 

an individual may depart only at his peril (Hovland and Wolburg, 2012). Using this definition, 

institutions are a part of people's social existence rather than existing outside of it. They are 

ingrained in norms and cultures that are internalised and have an impact on social and 

organisational behaviours as well as self-identity (Shand, 2015). Thus Hovland and Wolburg 

(2012) emphasise advertising as an institution. 

 

John Stein (1997:730) effectively captures the powerful and dynamic nature of institutions 

when he defines it as “a socially constructed belief system about the way things are and the 

way things should be that organises human thought and action” (cited in Hovland and Wolburg, 

2012). Institutions provide “structures for social interaction and behaviour and the spaces for 

agents to influence the substance and the application of rules” (Shand, 2015: 8). In this regard, 

human thought and action are how institutions demonstrate their power. Moreover, since 

institutions are intersubjectively shared by a group of people, whether they are aware of it or 

not, they constitute principles that control how meaning is created and how people behave in 

different social contexts (Hovland and Wolburg, 2012). Just as importantly, understanding 

institutions as dynamic phenomena is also essential, since institutions serve as the structuring 

principles for other social structures (Hovland and Wolburg, 2012). This suggests that 

institutions are the media as well as the products of the behaviours they encourage. 

 

Institutions have several common characteristics and the institutional characteristics of 

advertising are equally compelling. At the very least, institutions are ubiquitous, case in point 

they seem to be everywhere at the same time (Hovland and Wolburg, 2012). The ubiquity of 

advertising is beyond question, advertisements are everywhere, and they are pervasive and 

unavoidable (Hovland and Wolburg, 2012). As media technology and usage progress, taking 

on a growing variety of forms, advertisements find more ways and sophisticated ways to be 

unavoidable. Alongside being ubiquitous, institutions have two purposes that they fulfil in 

society. Firstly, institutions order human relationships into easily recognizable roles with 

prescribed socially acceptable behaviours (Hovland and Wolburg, 2012). In a similar manner, 

advertising orders human behaviours into roles such as the seller, consumer, target market, and 

so forth. Secondly, institutions govern how a society's essential resources are distributed, to the 

benefit of some and the detriment of others. Advertising, in theory, establishes an agenda for 

us as consumers by creating norms and criteria for their purchasing behaviour. As a result of 
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its systemic, organised, and influential influence in contemporary society, it is frequently seen 

as an institution (Hovland and Wolburg, 2012). 

 

In contemporary society, where advertising is everywhere and is a vital component of 

consumer culture, discourse analysis of advertisements has become imperative in extracting 

meaningful insight from advertisements. Within this context, studying advertisement is 

therefore valuable as “attitudes to advertising can be indicative of our personality, or social and 

ideological position” (Cook, 2001). Thus to ask someone their opinion of advertising in 

general, or a particular ad, can be to embark upon an emotionally and ideologically charged 

discussion, revealing their political and social position, and their acceptance of, or alienation 

from, the status quo. For this reason, in this study advertisements of maize products are 

analysed, and also used as the stimulus of discussion of the youths’ perceptions of maize 

products. More especially in contemporary society, where advertisements have “changed, 

becoming more subtle and more entertaining than the crude hard-selling of the 1950s and 

1960s” (Cook, 2001). For instance, in their attempt to be subtle and noticeable, some 

advertisements make a show of everyday concerns which according to Cook (2001) may give 

rise to three very different judgments. The first judgment, proposed by some advertisers, is that 

advertisements can influence society both positively and negatively. The second judgment 

views advertisements as unethical as they only serve to reflect social trends and conditions, 

both positive and negative. According to the third judgment, advertisements are fake and they 

are always bad, the apparent social concern professed in certain advertisements masks harmful 

ideologies. In its most extreme form, this last judgment may suggest that a growing economy, 

social exploitation and inequality, violence, and environmental destruction are all inexorably 

linked and that advertising is both a manifestation of and dependent on this apocalyptic 

connection. As such, viewing advertisements as institutions can help put them into perspective. 

 

2.3.3 Semiotics and advertisements 
 

A major part of this study involves studying semiotics and their meaning-making potential in 

advertisements. To start with, in its simplest form, semiotics refer to “the study of signs” 

(Chandler, 2007:1).  Eco (1976:7) cited in Chandler, (2007) offers a more extensive definition 

when he defines semiotics as everything that can be taken as a sign.  In a slightly different 

manner, Mahmood (2022:105) offers a more well-defined definition that “semiotics is the 
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theory of signs and art that deals with icons, symbols, and visual indexes and interprets the 

social reality”. Within semiotics, signs refer to anything that stands for something other than 

itself, such as “words, images, sounds, gestures and objects” (Chandler, 2007:2). In this respect, 

signs are concrete representations that have constructed meanings and according to Saussure 

(2011), a single sign can have multiple meanings. Semiotics study those signs as part of the 

semiotic ‘sign system’, including how meanings are made and how reality is represented. As 

such, the concept of semiotics helps understand the symbolic meanings that could be expressed 

in advertisements which convey a wide range of cultural and social values and directly 

influence viewers' thoughts. 

 

Given that consumers utilise products to represent their social identities and that items and 

brands acquire meaning through their advertisements, semiotics play a crucial role in 

advertisements (Belch and Belch, 2003). Therefore, in this study, signs and symbols used in 

television advertisements to create meaning are semiotically analysed. From a semiotic 

standpoint, meaning-making consists of three elements, an interpretant, which is the meaning 

that is derived, a sign or symbol which is the sensory imagery that conveys the intended 

meanings, and an object which is the object is the product that is the focus of the message 

(Belch and Belch, 2003). Semiotics looks at how advertisers employ particular images, texts, 

and ideologies for meaning-making to promote their goods and sway viewers' opinions and 

values. It will also enable the researcher to better understand the conscious and subconscious 

meanings semiotics convey in advertisements. 

 

Although the crucial role of semiotics in advertisements has been long established, semiotics 

still receives criticism from advertising and marketing people citing being sceptical about its 

value in meaning-making (Belch and Belch, 2003). They question whether social scientists 

read too much into advertising messages and are overly intellectual in interpreting them. John 

Sturrock comments that the 'dramatic extension of the semiotic field, to include the whole of 

culture, is looked on by those suspicious of it as a kind of intellectual terrorism, overfilling our 

lives with meanings' (Sturrock 1986:89). In defence, Belch and Belch (2003) argue that the 

meaning of an advertising message or other form of marketing communication lies not in the 

message but with the people who see and interpret it. They add that consumers behave based 

on meanings they ascribe to advertising stimuli. Thus, advertisers must consider the meanings 
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consumers attach to the various signs and symbols. “Semiotics may help analyse how various 

aspects of the marketing program such as advertising messages, packaging, brand names, and 

even the nonverbal communications of salespeople (gestures, mode of dress) are interpreted by 

consumers” (Belch and Belch, 2003:143). 

 

2.3.4 Product positioning in advertisements 
 

The concept of positioning has been around since the 1940s, originating from marketing mix 

studies (Apert and Gatty, 1969  cited in de Bruyn and Freathy, 2011), its popularisation can be 

attributed to the works of Trout and Ries (1969:1972) cited in (de Bruyn and Freathy, 2011). 

The concept of positioning as a basis for advertising strategy was introduced by Jack Trout and 

Al Ries in the early 1970s and has become a popular basis for creative development. (Ries and 

Trout, 2001:2) argue that “positioning starts with a product” and for that reason, they consider 

positioning within the context of perceiving the product. They write that positioning is not what 

is done to the product, but rather “what you do to the mind of the prospect”. According to these 

authors, the key issue is to position the offering in the mind of the consumer/customer such 

that, . .. positioning shifts the emphasis of marketing from the product to the battle for your 

mind...” cited in  (de Bruyn and Freathy, 2011).” 

 

According to Shimp, (2007:120) “a brand’s positioning represents the key feature, benefit, or 

image that it stands for in the target audience’s collective mind.” He claims that the advertising 

“team in general must identify a positioning statement, which is the central idea that 

encapsulates a brand's meaning and distinctiveness vis-à-vis competitive brands (Shimp, 

2007:120). Shimp, (2007:120) also argues that positioning and targeting decisions go hand in 

hand since “positioning decisions are based on a clear idea of how brands are to be positioned 

and distinguished from competitive offerings.”  

 

In line with Ries and Trout, (2001) and Harrison-Walker, (2011) as cited in Akekue-Alex and 

Kalu, 2016) positioning is a mental construct just like image and reputation and is an important 

aspect of making tactical decisions.  It focuses on creating a mental image for customers 

through the implied benefits of the offering which are communicated via promotional outlays 
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and advertisements (Apostolidis et al., 1989; Rossiter and Percy, 1997 as cited in (de Bruyn 

and Freathy, 2011). For Ries and Trout, (2001:5), “positioning is an organised system for 

finding a window into the mind.” They claim that “to be successful today, you must touch base 

with reality. And the only reality that counts is what’s already in the prospect’s mind. To be 

creative, to create something that doesn’t already exist in the mind, is becoming more and more 

difficult. If not impossible. The basic approach of positioning is not to create something new 

and different but to manipulate what’s already up there in the mind, to retrieve the connections 

that already exist. 

 

Product positioning is one of the fundamental components of advertising as it “can be central 

to customers’ perception and choices decisions” (Akekue-Alex and Kalu, 2016). The basic idea 

is that advertising is used to establish or “position” the product or service in a particular place 

in the consumer’s mind (Belch and Belch, 2003). “The literature review shows that advertising 

has often played a crucial role in projecting a product’ s (offering’s) salient attributes or 

characteristics and may be considered as one of the ways to communicate the offering's 

position” (de Bruyn and Freathy, 2011). Thus marketing communication such as TV 

advertisements “are therefore embarked upon to shape the consumer’s perception about the 

product’s offering. In other words, the offering has to be positioned in the prospective 

customer's mind via advertising, and promotions. public relations, and other sales-inducing 

tactics (Rossiter and Percy. 1997).” (de Bruyn and Freathy, 2011). “Consequently, the authors 

concur with Fill’s (1999) assertion that: “. .. the way in which products decide to position itself 

and its offerings determines the form, intensity and nature of the message transmitted through 

an advertisement .. .” (see also, Rossiter and Percy. 1997; Alden et al., 1999). 

 

In line with this view, the researcher believes that TV advertisements of maize products have 

to be examined and their contents analysed to detect positioning strategies being employed.” 

(de Bruyn and Freathy, 2011). “Positional strategy is contextual (Bridson, Evans, Marvondo, 

MinkieandWicz, 2013) therefore it can assume different forms” (Akekue-Alex and Kalu, 

2016). Experts suggest such positioning which aims to enhance organisational growth must not 

only be credible, but meaningful to the target audience and should also show marked 

differentiation of a firm’s offering from competing brands (JaniszewkaandInsch, 2012) 

(Akekue-Alex and Kalu, 2016). “Aaker and Shansby (1982) opined that positioning can be 
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approached from six dimensions, namely; positioning by attribute, positioning concerning use 

or application, competitive positioning or positioning with respect to a competitor, positioning 

by the product user, positioning by price/quality and positioning with respect to a product 

class” (Aaker and Shansby, 1982). In TV advertisements “a clear positioning strategy can 

ensure that the elements of the marketing program are consistent and supportive” (Aaker and 

Shansby, 1982). In TV advertisements product positioning can ensure that the semiotic 

resources employed in the advertisement are consistent and supportive of the product position. 

 

This literature review is relevant to this study because “fundamental to the concept and practice 

of positioning is the idea of meaning” which is related to objectives one and two of the study 

(Shimp, 2007:120). Therefore, the concept of positioning is of direct relevance to this research. 

The thesis will illustrate how advertisements of maize products differentiate the products 

offered based on quality and exclusivity and occupy a distinct market position in South Africa. 

 

2.3.5 Stereotyping in advertisements 
 

Persuading methods may vary across cultures depending on the target of the advertisement. 

This difference, as explained by Sidiroupolou (2008), is majorly influenced by the cultural 

elements that are defined in Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions. Stereotypes in advertising are 

sometimes important as they make the message that promotes a product more persuasive 

because cultural beliefs are associated with stereotypes and social expectations (Fasoli, 

Mazzurega, and Sulpizio, 2016). Stereotypes represent the traits that we view as characteristic 

of social groups, or of individual members of those groups, particularly those that differentiate 

groups from each other. In short, they are the traits that come to mind quickly when we think 

about the groups. Drawing on Scollon and Scollon (2011) “stereotyping is a way of thinking 

that does not acknowledge internal differences within a group, and does not acknowledge 

exceptions to its general rules or principles''. In simpler terms, this is called overgeneralization, 

whereby certain characteristics of a group are overgeneralized and applied to every member of 

the group and these characteristics are often associated with negative or positive values. 

Stereotypes are commonly considered problematic since more often than not they are negative, 

inaccurate, and unfair. In contrast, Scollon and Scollon (2011) claim that stereotypes can be 

both negative and positive. In television advertisements, stereotypes are often used to appeal 
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to targeted audiences by singling one a particular trait and associating it with a positive or 

negative one.  

2.4 Consumption as identity construction practice 
 

Simply and straightforwardly, the term identity is defined as “who you are and what you are” 

(Blommaert, 2005:203). The ‘who and what you are’ is dependent on context, occasion, and 

purpose, and it almost invariably involves a semiotic process of representation: symbols, 

narratives, and textual genres (Blommaert, 2005). According to Bonny Norton (2013:45; cited 

in (Siân, 2016)) contends that identity refers to ‘how a person understands his or her 

relationship to the world, how that relationship is constructed across time and space, and how 

the person understands possibilities for the future’. A person’s identity is an encapsulation of 

who that person is (Kelly and Morar, 2017). According to White (1989), identity includes a 

person’s personality and sense of themselves, as well as other people’s sense and recognition 

of who they are. These senses are typically expressed by and reflected in actions, stories, 

expectations, and interactions (Kelly and Morar, 2017). Block (ibid.) explains that identity is 

fluid, multidimensional (e.g. gender, sexuality, class, race, ethnicity, age, religion, culture, etc.) 

and socially constructed; these views have taken hold in applied linguistics. Arguing for the 

fluidity of identity, Giddens (1991) states that in modernity identity is seen as less fixed and 

given than in premodern society and hence becomes a reflexively organized endeavour and a 

task of negotiating lifestyle choices between different options (Giddens, 1991), a task in which 

consumption can play a major role. 

 

Drawing on the above understanding of identity, Kelly and Morar (2017) state that A poetic 

old saw has it that “you are what you eat,” and the common thread drawn from this quote is 

that food habits are part and parcel of what makes someone the person that he or she is (Kelly 

and Morar, 2017). To say that “you are what you eat” means that the food someone consumes 

(or refuses) and the reason and practices surrounding your consumption (or refusal) of it bear 

some set of interesting and important connections to your identity (Kelly and Morar, 2017). 

Hence consumption as identity construction refers to how consumption can become a means 

to help construct a person’s identity. While special and cherished objects have always formed 

part of humans’ identity (Belk, 1988), it is the particular characteristic of consumer societies 

that any object may be imbued with meaning and used for the construction of identity and self-

image (Baudrillard, 1997). Consumers establish profound relationships with such mundane 
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products and use them in highly visible ways, conscious of the inferences that others will draw 

from them (Gabriel and Lang 1995). 

 

In regards to food consumption as identity construction, this perspective presupposes that 

people attach specific meanings to the consumed food and make use of them for the 

construction of their identity and self-image (Schaefer and Crane, 2005). How and what one 

eats informs the construction and performance of identities and is thus expressive, in some 

small way, of a person’s conception of and orientation toward their identity (Kelly and Morar, 

2017). Furthermore, it helps shape and maintain personal and social identities (Kelly and 

Morar, 2017). Identities function as counters in our social transactions in that they convey an 

understanding of what those who bear them are expected to do. Personal identities also make 

intelligible not only how other people are supposed to act but also how we are supposed to act 

concerning them. At the same time, identities often serve to compress information and help 

people make sense of themselves and others. They are not merely descriptive rather, “identities 

are normatively prescriptive—they tell you what you are supposed to do and how others may, 

must, or must not treat you”. 

 

Food consumption, in general, has been long acknowledged as a proxy for identity issues 

(Hervouet, 2003). Food is a central element to our sense of identity and has always been 

considered a symbol of identity across gender, social class, and ethnicity (Fischler, 1988). 

Sharing the same sentiment, Giddens (1991) asserts that food consumption can be seen as 

means through which individuals or groups construct their identities. In the same way Fischler 

adds that “the way any given human group eats helps it assert its diversity, hierarchy, and 

organisation, but also, at the same time, both its oneness and the otherness of whoever eats 

differently” (1988: 1). In this regard, food is further important to individual identity since the 

meals that a person consumes shape him or her biologically, psychologically, and socially 

(Fischler, 1988). Thus, food consumption plays a vital role in identity construction processes 

because humans consume food not just to meet a basic need, they also eat the meanings, 

ideologies, symbols, and experience components that go along with it (Takhar et al., 2020). 

Because food serves as both sustenance and a symbol, the human relationship to food is 

therefore multifaceted and of interest in this study (Fischler, 1988). 
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The relation between food and identity is relevant in this study because, as Sparks and Shepherd 

(1992) note, people who perceive themselves in a particular way are more likely to make food 

consumption choices that correspond to their perceived identity. In this context, identity is 

understood as a social practice, which means that people can construct, attribute and refute for 

different reasons in different situations. Consequently, the consumption discourse of maize 

staple products in advertisements draws upon identity as a semiotic resource to influence 

individuals’ food choices. Because of the wide range of semiotic resources available and the 

wide range of social functions advertisements fulfil through tenets such as semiotic remediation 

and resemiotization, advertisements regularly represent different identities and sometimes 

conflicting identities at the same time. By studying identity work in a largely naturalistic 

environment and using discourse analysis techniques, this study aims to add an important new 

dimension to prevailing explanations of food and eating practices. This literature will also help 

shed light on the identity construction processes and the experiences of Cape Town Youth as 

they engage in food consumption practices.  

 

Further, the relationship between food consumption discourses and the consequential identity 

is significant because people have multiple identities that are relationally constructed and 

contradictory (Takhar et al., 2020). Moreover, “our sense of self is shaped by countless 

affiliations, such as nationality, culture, class, races and religion” (Appiah, 2018:.41), although 

contradictions exist within collective identities (Takhar et al., 2020). Individuals consistently 

negotiate their identities through their food consumption choices and food practices (Takhar et 

al., 2020). This means that certain foods, or patterns of consumption can be associated with 

identity through the perception of the symbolic values associated with this or that food (Takhar 

et al., 2020). Moreover, food consumption can be regarded as a way to perform identity where 

symbolic meanings are being produced and renegotiated (Takhar et al., 2020). This implies 

that the decision to consume or not consume a particular product is ultimately a personal one, 

if not always an ideological one. (Takhar et al., 2020). 

 

2.5 Multiculturalism and Multilingualism 
 

The notions of multiculturalism and multilingualism are intellectual concepts which capture 

the diverse nature of cultures and languages. Rosado (1996:2) defines multiculturalism as “a 
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system of beliefs and behaviours that recognizes and respects the presence of all diverse groups 

in an organisation or society, acknowledges and values their socio-cultural differences, and 

encourages and enables their continued contribution within an inclusive cultural context which 

empowers all within the organisation or society.” Multilingualism, on the other hand, is broadly 

defined as “the use of more than one language” or “competence in more than one language” 

(Clyne, 2017). The two concepts are intertwined because, as Drobot (2022) puts it, language is 

an important part of any culture. Therefore, multilingualism, like language, is a component of 

multiculturalism. This intersection between multiculturalism and multilingualism essentially 

shows language as a cultural marker and a crucial aspect of cultural identity. Known as a 

rainbow nation in its current post-apartheid form, alluding to its linguistic and cultural 

diversity, South Africa is a multicultural and multilingual nation. The country has eleven 

official languages which are all spoken across the country’s nine provinces; its citizens' 

language use reflects its multilingualism. The linguistic diversity of South African citizens 

through multilingualism contributes to the overall multiculturalism of the country. South 

Africa's multiculturalism and multilingualism inspire interest in the country's foodscapes as 

well as the consumption discourses of its citizens. Within this context, the diverse nature of 

South Africa is an important factor contributing to the cultural hybridization of foodscapes and 

food consumption “which intersects the ethnic and cultural mixture and formation of identities 

of the nations” (Gunduz, 2013:2). As such the concepts of multiculturalism and 

multilingualism are useful in this study as they provide a frame for studying the foodscapes 

and positioning of maize in South Africa. 

 

2.6 Chapter Summary 
 

This chapter presented an extensive review of the literature on previously conducted research 

related to the study’s topic. The review began by introducing concepts of foodscapes, looking 

at the different conceptualizations of the notion of foodscapes by various scholars and 

establishing a working concept of foodscapes being used in this study. The relevance of 

foodscapes in this study as a valuable foundation for addressing the interconnected material 

and social dimensions of the food system is also discussed as well as the globalisation of 

foodscapes and the impact globalisation of foodscape on the food system. The chapter also 

mapped out food consumption discourses with a focus on advertisement through defining food 
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consumption discourses, Advertisements as consumption discourses, Defining 

Advertisements, Advertisements as institutions, Semiotics and Advertisements, Product 

positioning in advertisements, Stereotyping in advertisements, and Consumption as identity 

construction. The next chapter will present the theoretical framework of the study. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: CRITICAL MULTISEMIOTIC DISCOURSE 
ANALYSIS 
 

3.0 Introduction 
 

This study follows a Critical Multisemiotic Discourse Analysis framework (henceforth, 

CMDA). CMDA is an interdisciplinary framework that comprises Critical discourse analysis 

and Multimodal Discourse analysis. Informed by the combination of the two approaches, 

CMDA provides a set of tools for a thorough and systematic analysis of multi-semiotic texts 

that can reveal more precisely how various semiotic resources are used to create meaning. In 

this study, CMDA is used to look at the kinds of semiotic resources that are used in the selected 

TV advertisements of maize products to create meaning. The framework is also used to 

investigate youth perceptions of maize products to reveal hidden ideologies that can influence 

people to think about the products in a particular way. Ultimately CMDA was chosen because 

it provides an apparatus to carefully conduct linguistic and semiotic analysis of texts. The 

researcher outlines the framework in detail below to support the decision to employ a uniquely 

framed  CMDA. 

 

3.1 Critical Multisemiotic Discourse Analysis (CMDA) 
 

Grounded on the premise that discourse is fundamentally multi-semiotic and that different 

kinds of semiotic resources are harnessed to serve strategic ideological purposes, this study 

adopts critical multi-semiotic discourse analysis (CMDA) as a theoretical framework (Machin, 

2013). This selected theoretical framework draws upon the works of Kress and van Leeuwen 

(2006), and Fairclough (1989, 2013) and it is built around Machin and Mayr (2012) which 

integrates principles of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) with Multimodal Discourse 

Analysis (MDA) to examine how semiotic resources are used to create meaning. This 

integration came as a result of many authors’ belief that “some of the principles of linguistics 

analysing found in the systematic theory of Halliday (1978), also used as the basis of much of 

CDA, could be equally applied to visual communication” (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 7).  As 

such Machin and Mayr (2012) “borrow from the theoretical frameworks of Halliday’s Systemic 
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Functional Grammar and the visual grammar proposed by Kress and van Leeuwen” as they 

outline in detail methods and tools for analysing multisemiotic communication (Han, 2015). 

This very detailed outline of methods and tools is used in this study to evaluate how several or 

all of the different semiotic modes are intertwined together to produce a unified text or 

communicative event. On account that the data in this study, TV advertisements, and stimulus 

text interviews, are semiotically rich in that they involve linguistic, visual, gestural, layout, and 

audio aspects, CMDA as a theoretical framework seemed appropriate for this study as it allows 

the researcher to be able to analyse the data diligently.  Moreover, CMDA aligns well with the 

objectives of this study as it will enable the exploration of how different semiotic resources 

that may perpetuate or challenge prevailing sociocultural beliefs, stereotypes, and norms are 

employed in the selected advertisement (Djonov & Zhao, 2013). 

 

In their work, Machin and Mayr present “a set of tools often used by critical discourse analysts 

and show how these can be used to analyse a range of media texts” (Machin and Mayr, 2012:1). 

They also introduce “a set of methods for more precisely analysing visual communication” 

(Machin and Mayr, 2012:1).  The tools of analysis on the lexical level include word 

connotations, overlexicalization, suppression, structural oppositions as well as lexical choices 

and genre of communication. On the visual semiotic level, the analysis makes use of 

iconography, attributes, settings and salience. Therefore in carrying out CMDA in this study, 

the researcher draws on Machin and Mayr’s (2012) toolkit and methods of analysis as they cut 

across both linguistic and visual modes to examine how meaning is created in selected 

advertisements and to interrogate the way semiotic resources are used to formulate particular 

ideas on the consumption of maize staples. Accordingly, CMDA draws attention to the aspects 

of meaning that are not normally obvious to the receiver of a given text through traditional 

methods of discourse analysis while emphasising the crucial role of visual communication in 

meaning-making. 

 

3.1.1 Critical Discourse Analysis 
 

Critical Discourse Analysis (henceforth CDA) emerged in the mid-1990s as a response and a 

new approach to the constraints of existing Discourse Analysis Theories, pioneered by scholars 

such as Norman Fairclough and Ruth Wodak. In contrast to other paradigms in discourse 
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analysis and text linguistics, CDA focuses on texts, spoken or written, as objects of inquiry. 

CDA contends that, when analysing texts, it is important to take into account both the social 

structures and processes that give contribute to the production of a text, as well as the social 

context within which individuals or groups, as social-historical subjects, create meanings in 

their interactions with texts (Fairclough and Kress, 1993). Moreover, CDA differs from 

traditional discourse analysis by drawing attention to concerns of power imbalances, deception, 

exploitation, and structural injustice in fields like politics, and the media (Blommaert and 

Bulcaen, 2000). Since, its emergence, a lot of scholars have been studying CDA and come up 

with different conceptions of what it entails, this study uses Fairclough's (1993) version of 

CDA also see Mafofo (2015).  

 

CDA is typically interested in revealing the often overlooked opaque connections between 

discourse practices, social practices, and social structures. As one of its founders Fairclough   

puts it, CDA aims to “systematically explore often opaque relationships of causality and 

determination between (a) discursive practices, events and texts, and (b) wider social and 

cultural structures, relations and processes (1993: 135). It investigates how these practices, 

events and texts arise and are ideologically shaped by power relations and struggles over power 

and explores how the opacity of these relationships between discourse and society is itself a 

factor securing power and hegemony (Fairclough, 1933). More specifically, CDA aims to 

examine “social inequality as it is expressed, constituted, legitimised, and so on, by language 

use or in discourse” (Wodak and Meyer, 2008: 2).  It is primarily interested in pressing social 

issues, which it hopes to better understand through discourse analysis and addresses the 

discourse dimensions of power abuse, injustice, and inequality that result from it (van Dijk, 

1993). Focus on dominance and inequality implies that, unlike other domains and approaches 

in discourse analysis, CDA does not primarily aim at a specific discipline, paradigm, school, 

or discourse theory (van Dijk, 1993). CDA’s multidisciplinary approach is one of CDA’s 

strengths because social problems are naturally complex. Thus, when CDA is used to analyse 

discourse, it investigates the structures, strategies as well and other properties of text, talk, 

verbal interaction, or communicative events that play a role in these modes of reproduction 

(van Dijk, 1993). Wodak and Mayer capture the essence of CDA identify three concepts that 

are central to all CDA, the concept of power, the concept of history, and the concept of 

ideology. 
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As one of the central concepts of CDA, power is a result discourse being socially consequential 

which brings important g rise issues of power to the forefront (Fairclough and Wodak, 1997). 

In agreement, Wodak and Meyer (2008) assert that one of the defining features of CDA is its 

concern with power as a central condition in social life, and its efforts to develop a theory of 

language that incorporates this as a major premise. Hence, the primary concern of CDA is the 

way in which power relations are exercised and negotiated in discourse (Fairclough and Wodak 

1997:258). In this context, power is not viewed as an explicit top-down relationship. Rather, 

power and dominance are viewed as subtle and indirect, often jointly produced when 

dominated groups are persuaded that dominance is natural and is therefore legitimised (van 

Dijk, 1993). So in an attempt to develop a theory of language that incorporates power as a 

central condition in social life, CDA emphasises the need for interdisciplinary work in order to 

gain a proper understanding of how language functions in constituting and transmitting 

knowledge, in organising social institutions, or in exercising power. At the same time, CDA 

maintains that “language is not powerful on its own – it gains power by the use powerful people 

make of it” (Wodak and Mayer, 2008:10). Reisigl and Wodak (2009), posit language and other 

semiotic practices are used by those in power to maintain domination. 

 

An important perspective in CDA related to the notion of ‘power’ is that it is very rare that a 

text is the work of any one person. In texts discursive differences are negotiated; they are 

governed by differences in power which is in part encoded in and determined by discourse and 

by genre. Thus, power relations are discursive. The work of Foucault (1989) reflects on the 

overlapping of power and knowledge in relation to discourse. He wrote that discourse is 

powerful because it is productive, “discourse disciplines subjects into certain ways of thinking 

and acting”. Certain discourses are more dominant than others and this dominance occurs not 

only because some are located in powerful institutions, but because these discourses claim to 

be the truth. This claim to truth lies at the “heart of the intersection of power/knowledge” 

(Foucault in Gillian Rose, 2012:193). He believed that knowledge is discursive, that all 

discourse is saturated with power and that “the most powerful discourses in terms of their 

productiveness of their social effects, depend on assumptions and claims that their knowledge 

is true”. 
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Therefore texts are often sites of struggle in that they show traces of differing discourses and 

ideologies contending and struggling for dominance. Moreover “discursive practices may have 

major ideological effects – that is, they can help produce and reproduce unequal power 

relations. (Fairclough and Wodak, 1997:258)”. In accordance with this viewpoint, CDA is 

interested in researching and analysing spoken and written texts to identify the discursive 

sources of power, domination, inequality, and bias. This explains why CDA often chooses the 

perspective of those who suffer and critically analyses the language use of those in power; 

those who are responsible for the existence of inequalities and who also have the means and 

the opportunity to improve conditions. This is consistent with the CDA's core focus in 

analysing both opaque and transparent structural relationships of dominance, discrimination, 

power, and control manifested in language (Wodak and Meyer, 2008). 

 

Moreover, discourse does ideological work. This principle is expanded to mean that ideologies 

are particular ways of representing and constructing society, which reproduce ‘unequal 

relations of power, relations of domination and exploitation’ (Fairclough and Wodak 

1997:273). When critical discourse analysts (particularly Fairclough) argue that texts are 

ideologically shaped by power relations they use the term ideology in the sense of hegemony, 

which refers to control through the active consent of people rather than through domination. 

Ideology, for CDA, is seen as an important means of establishing and maintaining unequal 

power relations. CDA takes a particular interest in how language mediates ideology in a variety 

of social institutions. For Eagleton, the study of ideology has to bear in mind the variety of 

theories and theorists that have examined the relation between thought and social reality. All 

the theories assume “that there are specific historical reasons why people come to feel, reason, 

desire and imagine as they do” (1994:15). However, the relationship involved and the 

conditions of reproduction are more complicated than that. What is involved in dominance are 

questionable conditions of legitimacy or acceptability, including what is usually called ‘abuse’ 

of power, and especially negative effects of the exercise of power, and many social inequalities. 

CDA argues that in order to relate discourse and society, hence discourse and the reproduction 

of dominance and inequality, we need to examine in detail the role of social representation in 

the minds of social actors. 
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Moreover, CDA is unique in its approach in the sense that it critiques issues of social inequality 

by focusing on the role of discourse in the re (production) and challenge of dominance (van 

Dijk, 1993). This is because CDA maintains that discourse, or language use, which includes 

all types of semiosis such as visual imagery is a form of social practice (Fairclough and Wodak, 

1997). Discourse as social practice can thus be defined as “a dialectical relationship between a 

specific discursive event and the situation(s), institution(s), and social structure(s) that shape 

it” (Wodak, 2014:303). These elements shape the discourses, but also discourses are shaped by 

them. Put simply, this means that “discourse is socially constitutive as well as socially 

conditioned – it constitutes situations, objects of knowledge, and the social identities of and 

relationships between people and groups of people” (Weiss and Wodak, 2007). It is constitutive 

in the sense that it contributes to changing the current social order or social status quo as well 

as maintaining and reproducing it. Therefore, every instance of language use "makes its 

contribution to reproducing and/or transforming society and culture, including power 

relations," (Fairclough and Wodak, 1997:273). This is the widely held view in CDA that 

language both reflects and (re)creates social relations in a two-way relationship (Fairclough 

and Wodak 1997:273). This view of discourse makes CDA a significant framework in this 

research because it enables the critical analysis of discourses about maize consumption and 

demonstrates how these discourses shape social practices and ideology and vice versa. 

 

Furthermore, discourse is intertextual/historical. It examines how these discursive sources are 

maintained and reproduced within specific social, political, and historical contexts. This is the 

claim that discourse must always be analysed in the context in order to be understood. This is 

because discourse is not produced without context and cannot be understood without 

considering the current and historical context. In other words, discourse is connected to the 

past and the current social context, since texts can be interpreted in different ways by different 

people, because of their different backgrounds, knowledge, and power positions. Thus, “the 

right interpretation does not exist” (Fairclough, 2002; Wodak and Ludwig, 1999). 

 

Context includes socio-cultural knowledge as well as intertextuality. The concept of 

intertextuality refers to the way discourses are ‘always connected to other discourses which 

were produced earlier as well as those which are produced synchronically or subsequently’ 

(Fairclough and Wodak 1997:276). Moreover, CDA relates analysed texts to other connected 
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discourses, this is known as intertextuality (Verschueren, et al., 1994). The concept of 

intertextuality is inherently tied to interdisciplinary discourse historical approaches (van Dijk, 

1993). Intertextuality is a common technique that is usually used in multimodal discourses. It 

is a linguistic feature that refers to the relationship between texts and how texts are formed 

from or recall other texts. Following this line of thought Mikhail Bakhtin (1986) argued that 

“each utterance is a link in the chain of speech communication.” In a similar vein, Fairclough 

(1992) describes how “texts" as not just utterances but relate to one another through a 

reinterpretation of previous. Intertextuality also applies to texts that contain allusions to 

previous texts, such as the use of proverbs, and biblical or literary references. Idioms and so 

on, and where the understanding of which depends on certain intertextual knowledge on the 

part of the listener or reader. CDA uses the concepts of intertextuality and analyses 

relationships with other texts; in sum, it may be concluded that CDA is open to the broadest 

range of factors exerting an influence on texts (van Dijk, 1993). Concerning this study, CDA 

can demonstrate how ideologies proliferate as a result of the dominance of several discourses 

related to maize consumption. Categories such as ideology and power are present in the 

analysis of discourse practice (Fairclough 1995:11). That is something the researcher finds 

revealing because representation has to do with power. It is the powerful who have the chance 

to represent others (and themselves) in a light they may find more or less convenient. 

Metaphorically speaking, it is those who are powerful that give (or do not give) a voice to those 

represented in their discourse practices. Their control of the media can allow them to arrange 

the ordering of events, and then obscure or give more prominence to some participants instead 

of others. 

    

Intertextuality is a common technique that is usually used in multimodal discourses. The term 

was introduced by Kristeva in 1967 as referring to texts “in terms of two axes: a horizontal axis 

connecting the author and reader of a text, and a vertical axis, which connects the text to other 

texts” (1980:69). According to (Mayr, 2013), the combination of these two axes creates shared 

codes where each new text or reading produced is dependent on codes that already exist. In a 

more literary focus, Kristeva further (1980:36) argues that ‘it is a permutation of texts, and 

intertextuality: in the space of a given text several utterances taken from other texts, intersect 

and neutralise one another’ (to give a (new) intertextual meaning) (van Niekerk, 2008). On the 

other hand, Hoek (1978:69) defines intertextuality from another angle, as he focuses on the 

different relations of intertextuality in a certain society and such an intertext also includes a 
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view of the history of a certain society (van Niekerk, 2008). Thus, the intertextual context 

(space) is not only the textual context but leads to the context (space) of society (religion, 

politics, aesthetics, etc.) (van Niekerk, 2008).  For Goddard (1998: 124): ‘[Intertextuality is] 

how one text echoes or refers to another text. In a similar vein (Fiske, 2001) asserts that “the 

theory of intertextuality proposes that any one text is necessarily read in relationship to others 

and that a range of textual knowledge is brought to bear upon it”. He argues that “these 

relationships do not take the form of specific allusions from one text to another and there is no 

need for readers to be familiar with specific or the same texts to read intertextually (Fiske, 

2001).”  

 

Regardless of the various different approaches to intertextuality, there is a consensus among 

researchers that intertextuality has “to do with links and connections between texts (Mason, 

2019). In virtually all cases, existing research adopts the unspoken principle that intertextual 

links are the result of authorial design, either consciously placed or unconsciously influenced, 

abstract or specific, and readers either notice them or not (Mason, 2019). Barthes (1977:146) 

states that any text is a mere “tissue of quotations [and that] the writer can only imitate…never 

original”. In other words, texts in general are all interlinked and draw from each other. Nothing 

is new, texts are recycled over time. Chandler (2007:200) agrees with this notion by pointing 

out that “every reading is always a rewriting. The difference can only take place when 

producers put a different and new spin on their storylines. According to Myers (1994), 

intertextuality can be described as how linguistic features of one text are interpreted by those 

in other texts. He explains this definition by pointing out that language in advertisements comes 

to us when used, since ‘all ads, even those making no explicit allusions, carry associations from 

other texts, ads, movies, novels, everyday talk’ (Myers 1994:4). Intertextuality makes a text 

easily understandable in the new context as it carries the Given information (Mafofo, 2015) . 

“Intertextuality is the shaping of texts’ meaning by other texts” (Mayr, 2013). According to 

Barthes, “the meaning of a text does not reside in the text, but is produced by the reader in 

relation not only to the text in question but also the complex network of texts invoked in the 

reading process” (Mayr, 2013). Intertextuality can operate at many different levels of language, 

from phonological and lexical references in titles and slogans to visual aspects such as layouts 

and images.’ 
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In regards to this study, the definition of intertextuality is applied in that sense that one has to 

look at the specific advertisements in relation to others of the same company but in a more 

contextualised way; that is in the specific context in which the advertisement is used (Mayr, 

2013). The study explores how the producers' advertisements use semiotics to recycle texts 

over time based on the notion that any text is never original. “Studying a text’s intertextual 

relations can provide us with valuable clues to the readings that a particular culture or 

subculture is likely to produce from it” (Fiske, 2001). This is achieved by looking at how 

intertextual knowledge pre-orient the reader to exploit television’s polysemy by activating the 

text in certain ways, that is, by making some meanings rather than others. A text is always 

derived from somewhere or someone else. “An interest in intertextuality in advertising copy 

has developed because it is a strategy that is often used by copywriters. Through analysing 

specifically intertextual advertisements much can be learned of the basis of what is taken from 

a media perspective as our shared knowledge and thus the dominant world-view” (van Niekerk, 

2008). 

 

3.1.2 Multimodality and the Metafunctions 
 

Traditionally, discourse analysis has always focused more on the two linguistic modes of 

speech and writing and subordinated all other modes. Kress and van Leeuwen (2006:18–19) 

challenged this and  argued against “the superiority of the verbal over the visual and rejected 

claims that the various semiotic modes, including images, are impoverished means of 

communication and thus are deemed to be rescued by the verbal language.” To account for the 

use of diverse modes of communications used by humans to express meaning, Kress and van 

Leeuwen (2001) developed Multimodal Discourse Analysis (henceforth, MDA). MDA is an 

approach in discourse studies that finds its origins in the adaptation of Halliday’s framework 

to modes and has since been extensively researched and shaped by several other scholars 

(Adami, 2016). This approach shifts the focus from the two linguistic modes of speech and 

writing to semiotic concerns and provides a satisfactory framework for interpreting different 

kinds of semiotic modes within texts (Kress and Adami, 2014). MDA takes into consideration 

“all the resources which occur in what is now a larger frame than that of speech and writing 

alone, namely of all the modes which are available to members of one social/cultural group” 

(Kress and Adami, 2014:233). Fundamentally, MDA as proposed by Kress and van Leeuwen 
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(2006) is based on the idea that meaning can be realised through both language and visual 

communicative modes which have their specific grammar. 

 

Kress and van Leeuwen (1996) stress that within this framework all communication is 

multimodal and relies on more than one mode to make meaning. Thus, MDA provides an 

approach that allows for a comprehensive look at texts and meaning-making within an 

expanded analytical framework (Kress and Adami, 2014).  It looks at how language, image, 

and other modes of communication, such as films, sounds, etc., combine to make meaning 

(Machin and Mayr, 2012). Moreover, MDA takes analysis beyond description alone, and into 

exploring connections between social environments and the respective uses (and functions) of 

a mode, or different modes” (Kress and Adami, 2014:233). According to Jewitt (2014), MDA 

is grounded on four core assumptions, “namely that (a) all communication is multimodal; (b) 

analyses focused solely or primarily on language cannot adequately account for meaning; (c) 

each mode has specific affordances arising from its materiality and from its social histories 

which shape its resources to fulfil given communicative needs; and (d) modes concur together, 

each with a specialised role, to meaning-making; hence relations among modes are key to 

understand every instance of communication.” 

 

Kress and van Leeuwen (1996, 2002) coined the term multimodality to describe texts that 

integrate the interaction of different semiotic systems. Equally, Jewitt (2009) claims that 

multimodality is used to describe approaches that treat communication and representations 

beyond language-focused approaches. Similarly, Iedema (2003:33) asserts that “the term 

multimodality was introduced to highlight the importance of taking into account semiotics 

other than language-in-use, such as image, music, gesture, and so on.” The author argues that 

this development is accompanied and rendered by our increased reliance on meaning-making 

other than ‘language-in-isolation’. Iedema (2003) points out that sound and image are taking 

over tasks associated with the role of language since the invention of the printing press, and 

thus to some extent displacing language. As such, multimodality is a concept introduced and 

developed to account for the different resources used in communication to express meaning 

(Adami, 2016). Extending on her definition, Adami (2016) argues that in addition to describing 

a phenomenon of human communication and the term also describes a diverse and growing 

field of research. As a phenomenon of communication, multimodality defines the combination 
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of different semiotic resources, or modes, in texts and communicative events, such as still and 

moving images, speech, writing, layout, gesture, and/or proxemics. As a field of inquiry, 

research in multimodality is concerned with developing theories, analytical tools, and 

descriptions that approach the study of representation and communication considering modes 

as an organising principle. 

 

According to Kress (2009), multimodality is a unifying theory of semiotic resources as it 

accounts for the simultaneous use of various semiotic resources such as images, music, 

gestures, colours, etc. Similarly, Adami (2016) posits that multimodality is concerned with the 

combination of different semiotic resources, or modes, in texts and communicative events, such 

as still and moving image, speech, writing, layout, gesture, and/or proxemics. As such, Kress 

and van Leeuwen (2001:2) claim that the primary role of multimodality is “to explore the 

common principles behind multimodal communication”. The role  of multimodality in 

meaning-making according to Wong (2019) lies precisely in the process of exploring the 

different potentials for providing means of expressing views, positions, attitudes, and facts; 

and to enable the production of what is best suited to a specific task or need. Ultimately, 

multimodality moves “away from the idea that the different modes in multimodal texts have 

strictly bounded and framed specialist tasks. This view of multimodality focuses on common 

semiotic principles as they operate in and across different modes which makes it appropriate 

for contemporary semiotic practice (Kress and van Leewen, 2001; Mafofo. 2015). According 

to this viewpoint of multimodality, representation and communication are reliant on a 

multiplicity of modes, all of which have been socially developed as resources for meaning-

making. For instance, according to Adami (2016) modes such as gesture, sound, image, colour, 

or layout, are conceived as sets of organised resources that societies have developed, each to a 

greater or lesser level of articulation in different social groups to make meaning and to express 

and shape values, ideologies, and power relations. Multimodality offers a framework that gives 

attention to different modes (Adami, 2016). It considers all aspects of meaning and meaning-

making, and stakes out major aspects of the domain in which meaning is made. Thus when 

multiple modes are used simultaneously in text with speech or writing, they are not only 

perceived as accompanying or supporting the other modes, but each mode is perceived 

separately as having a specific meaning that agrees with the meaning of the whole text. As such 

multimodality offers a framework that gives attention to different modes (Adami, 2016) 
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Multimodality is used in this study to investigate how the organisation and the interplay of 

several modes contribute to meaning making in the selected advertisements (Jewitt, 2013). Gee 

(1999, 2011) points out that multimodality which combines words and images as well as music 

commonly appears in ads, music, videos, and video games.  Therefore, multimodality is 

relevant in this study because, in TV advertisements, the intended meaning or message is 

delivered by different semiotic resources. This is in line with Baldry and Thibault's assertion 

that “TV advertisements are a well-known example of a contemporary text in which language, 

whether written or spoken or both will invariably not be the only source of meaning” (2006:20). 

Thus, the advertisements choose how to represent meaning whether verbally or visually to 

influence its own target consumer. The specific choices of the verbal or visual elements help 

in creating fields of meaning. These meanings can foreground, background, or suppress social 

practices which signify values, identities, and actions. This realm of semiotic choices are 

referred to as 'representational strategies'. These representational strategies cut across both 

linguistic and visual modes and in carrying out analysis in this study, help investigate how 

through language and image, some participants are individualised or collectivised, made 

specific or generic, personalised or impersonalised, objectivated, anonymised, aggregated and 

suppressed (Machin and Mayr, 2012). Multimodality in advertisements can maximise the 

intended meaning and eventually make advertisements easier for readers to interpret (Cook, 

2001). Therefore, the multimodality in advertisements is analysed in the present study to 

investigate how the multimodality makes the advertisements effective. Gee (1999, 2011) also 

proposes that the discussion of multimodality be done under (critical) discourse analysis to 

describe the way of using language to thoroughly explain social or political issues, problems, 

and controversies in the world. 

 

According to Kress and Van Leeuwen's (2006) visual grammar, the composition of elements 

on images can be used to infer meaning. In their discussion, the authors explain that 

composition “relates the representational and interactive meanings of the image to each other 

through three interrelated systems,” namely, information value, salience, and framing (Kress 

and van Leeuwen, 2006:177). Kress and van Leeuwen claim that these three systems are 

inextricably intertwined with the semiotic function of composition” (2006:203). Hence, they 

contend that composition organises meaningful elements of images into texts that are coherent 

and that it does so in ways that conform to the specifications of mode-specific structures and 

make meaning. This is in line with the Systemic Functional Grammar perspective, as a semiotic 
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system composition is textual in that its primary function is to produce texts, place elements 

into the whole and provide coherence and order among them. 

 

The first component of composition as identified by Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) is 

Information value. The authors construe information value as “the placement of elements 

endows them with the specific informational values attached to the various ‘zones’ of the 

image” (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006:177). These sectors or zones involve left and right, top 

and bottom, and centre and margin. The distinction between these zones is perceived as a 

source of meaning, and it indicates the relevance of information for the audience in particular 

contexts. For instance, the information value of left and right the elements placed on the left 

are often regarded as the Given, and those on the right as the New. The information value of 

top and bottom, the elements are placed in the upper section, they are regarded as the Ideal, 

and other different elements in the lower part are taken as the Real. Thirdly, the centre presents 

“the nucleus of information on which all the other elements are in some sense subservient” 

(Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006:206) and it plays an important part in establishing a transition 

between the Given and the New or the Ideal and the Real. The information value of the 

placement of centre and margin for something to be presented as Centre means that it is 

presented as the nucleus of the information to which all the other elements are in some sense 

subservient. The Margins are these ancillary, dependent elements. In many cases, the Margins 

are identical or at least very similar to each other so that there is no sense of a division between 

Given and New and/or Ideal and Real elements among them. 

 

The second component of composition Kress and van Leeuwen identify is Salience. Salience 

refers to “the elements are made to attract the viewer’s attention to different degrees, as realised 

by such factors as placement in the foreground or background, relative size, contrasts in tonal 

value (or colour), differences in sharpness, etc.” (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006:177). 

Regardless of where they are placed, salience can create a hierarchy of importance among the 

elements, selecting some as more important and more worthy of attention than others. The 

Given may be more salient than the New, for instance, or the New more salient than the Given, 

or both may be equally salient. The same applies to Ideal and Real and Centre and Margin 

(Mafofo, 2015). 
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According to Kress and van Leeuwen, “the presence or absence of framing devices (realised 

by elements which create dividing lines, or by actual frame lines) disconnects or connects 

elements of the image, signifying that they belong or do not belong together in some sense” 

(Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006:177). The third component is framing which serves to signify 

whether elements belong together as a single unit or do not belong together and are presented 

as a separate unit of information. Framing can be achieved by actual frame lines, white space 

between elements, discontinuities of colour, and so on. Connectedness, too, can be realised in 

many ways. It can be emphasised by vectors, depicted elements, or by abstract graphic 

elements. Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) discuss composition concerning semiotic modes, 

wherein the integration of different semiotic modes is the work of an overarching code whose 

rules and meanings provide the multimodal text with the logic of its integration. They contend 

that these three systems apply to all images including moving images such as videos. Given 

that the data of the study is made up of TV advertisements which are a type of multimodal text, 

the composition elements are described according to the two integration codes, mode of spatial 

composition and mode of temporal composition. 

 

However, the relationship involved and the conditions of reproduction are more complicated 

than that. What is involved in dominance are questionable conditions of legitimacy or 

acceptability, including what is usually called ‘abuse’ of power, significantly negative effects 

of the exercise of power, and many social inequalities. CDA argues that to relate discourse and 

society, discourse and the reproduction of dominance and inequality, we need to examine in 

detail the role of social representation in the minds of social actors. Moreover, CDA relates 

analysed texts to other connected discourses, and this is known as intertextuality (Verschueren 

et al., 1994). The concept of intertextuality is inherently tied to interdisciplinary discourse 

historical approaches (van Dijk, 1993). CDA uses the concepts of intertextuality and analyses 

relationships with other texts; in sum, it may be concluded that CDA is open to the broadest 

range of factors exerting an influence on texts (van Dijk, 1993). 

 

3.1.3 Resemiotization 
 

According to Iedema (2003), the concept of resemiotisation is an extension of multimodality 

as it deals with the use of multiple semiotics within a text and accounts for the way that 
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meaning-making transitions across different contexts and practices. It deals with the 

“reification of meanings” (Iedema, 2003:45) and is manifest clearly in Bourdieu’s “scheme 

transfer” a principle that creates homological patterns across different spheres of social life. 

Since discourses reproduce culture and cultural ideologies, the concept of resemiotisation is 

relevant to this study because of its interest “in how materiality (‘expression’) serves to realise 

the social, cultural, and historical structures, investments, and circumstances of our time” 

(Iedema, 2003). Thus, resemiotisation makes providence to shift the focus of discourse analysis 

from structures meaning materiality (Iedema, 2003). The concept is relevant for this study as 

it provides a framework “for (1)  tracing how semiotics is translated from one into the other as 

social processes unfold, as well as for (2) asking why these semiotics (rather than others) are 

mobilised to do certain things at certain times” (Iedema, 2003:30). Including all these elements 

as tools for the critical multisemiotic discourse analysis offers a framework that gives attention 

to all kinds of semiotic resources and provides a powerful toolkit for doing socially relevant, 

critical multi-semiotic discourse analysis on how semiotics are reproduced in staple food 

consumption discourses and used in the positioning of maize staple food. 

 

3.2. Chapter summary 
 

The chapter presented the theoretical framework of the study which consists of CMDA and its 

tenants which include works of Fairclough, (1989, 2013) Kress and van Leeuwen, (2006) 

Iedema (2023) Machin and Mayr (2012) and Mafofo (2015). This integration shows an 

advancement of the systematic theory of Halliday (1978). The following chapter discusses the 

research methodology of the study and data collection procedures among other related elements 

of the research methodology.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND DATA COLLECTION 
 

4.0 Introduction 
 

This section provides a detailed breakdown of the methodological procedure of the study. The 

section begins with a comprehensive discussion of the research design of the study. In doing 

so, it justifies the qualitative research design employed in the study. The sections then expand 

on the data collection methods, and data sampling, as well as an explanation of how the 

researcher analysed the data. To be specific, it outlines the use of document analysis and 

stimulus-text interviews to collect data and obtain meaning from it to answer the research 

questions. Additionally, the section justifies the use of the different methods and their 

usefulness in addressing the problem statement of the study. The section concludes with a 

broad discussion of the relevant ethical principles (or considerations) to the study and how the 

researcher addressed them. Put simply, this section provides an overview of how the study was 

carried out. 

 

4.1 Qualitative research design 
 

Burns and Grove (2001:223) define “research design as the clearly defined structures within 

which the study is implemented.” According to Creswell and Creswell (2018), the selection of 

a research approach is based on the nature of the research problem or issue being addressed, 

the researchers’ personal experiences, and the audiences for the study. At the same time, 

Klopper (2008), emphasises that the research design of a study is determined by the study’s 

research problem since it follows logically from the research problem (Klopper, 2008). This 

study’s research problem focuses on filling a gap in research about how maize products are 

positioned in South African foodscapes by looking at the consumption discourses in a 

multicultural South African context. This gap in research indicates that the research problem 

needs to be explored to provide a complex, detailed understanding of maize staple food 

consumption discourses. According to Creswell and Poth (2018:84), “this detail can only be 

established by talking directly with people, and allowing them to talk about their experiences 

unencumbered by what we expect to find or what we have read in the literature.” Thus, 

informed by the study’s research problem, the study follows a qualitative research design. This 
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is in line with Creswell and Creswell’s (2018:2) description of qualitative research as “an 

approach for exploring and understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social 

or human problem.” 

 

Burns and Grove (2003) describe qualitative research as “an inductive, holistic, emic, 

subjective and process-oriented method used to understand, interpret, describe and develop a 

theory on a phenomenon or setting.” Methodologically, this means that “the qualitative 

approach relies on inductive designs aimed at generating meaning and producing rich, 

descriptive data (Leavy, 2017).” It also means that the qualitative approach can be used to 

explore social phenomenon, unpack the meanings people ascribe to activities, build a depth of 

understanding about some aspects of social life, build thick descriptions of people in 

naturalistic settings, explore new or under-researched areas, or illuminate connections between 

individuals or groups and cultural contexts (Leavy, 2014). Since very little is known about the 

research problem in this study, it seemed appropriate to choose a qualitative research design as 

it allowed the study to explore the research problem holistically and capture individual aspects 

of human experiences in their entirety, within the context of those experiencing them (Polit 

and Beck, 2004). As Denzin and Lincoln argue (2008), “qualitative research is designed to 

provide the researcher a means of understanding a phenomenon by observing or interacting 

with the participants of the study.” 

 

Leavy (2017) argues that the qualitative research approach is best suitable in instances where 

the researcher is interested in learning about social reality.  In the same way, the option for a 

qualitative approach in this study is motivated by the need to explore deeper explanations and 

understandings, as well as the inherent nature of maize staple consumption discourses in South 

Africa. The qualitative research approach values the depth of meaning and people’s subjective 

experiences and their meaning-making processes (Leavy, 2017). Thus, this approach allowed 

the researcher to build a robust understanding of the topic, unpacking the meanings people 

ascribe in their lives to the consumption of maize staple food (Leavy, 2017). Therefore, the 

qualitative approach to inquiry is the most suitable research design for this study because of its 

strength to generate rich descriptions of the participants’ thought processes and its tendency to 

focus on reasons why a phenomenon occurs (Creswell, 2003). The richness and depth of the 
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description gained from a qualitative approach, “provides a unique appreciation of the reality 

of the experience” (Munhall 2001:106). 

  

Moreover, considering the nature of the research problem under consideration in this study, the 

researcher adopted an interpretive paradigm. This is a research paradigm that is based on the 

assumption that social reality is neither singular nor objective but rather is shaped by social 

contexts and human experiences and is, therefore, best studied within its socio-historic context 

by reconciling the subjective interpretations of its various participants (Bhattacherjee, 2012). 

Hence, in alignment with this research paradigm the researcher in this study holds the 

assumption that the consumption discourses around maize staple products are socially 

constructed or made meaningful by the participant’s perceptions “and interpretations of events” 

(Putnam and Banghart, 2017).  This assumption allows the researcher to focus on the nuanced 

meanings as revealed by different consumption discourses of maize staple products and as 

understood by youth participants (Putnam and Banghart, 2017). In this way, by focusing on 

norms and regularities, avoiding chance events, and using language to reflect or mirror social 

practices, interpretive studies seek rich understandings of naturally occurring organisational 

events, especially systems of meaning that characterise organisational experiences (Putnam 

and Banghart, 2017). To gain an understanding of specific situations and consequences, 

scholars engage in a purposeful, varied sample of participants, events, and organisational units 

and listen to the voices of multiple participants. Thus in this study, the researcher strives for a 

full engagement with participants and the organisational context (Putnam and Banghart, 2017). 

 

Lastly, the diversity of the qualitative research design grants the researcher numerous data 

collection methods. The qualitative research design allows researchers to typically employ 

multiple methods of data collection to gain insights about participants’ meanings (Putnam and 

Banghart, 2017). Researchers can collect archival data, examine reports and documents, and 

rely on unobtrusive measures to analyse data and glean interpretations (Putnam and Banghart, 

2017).  
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4.2 Data collection methods 
 

Burns and Grove (2003) define data collection as “the precise, systematic gathering of 

information relevant to the research sub-problems, using various methods.” In agreement, 

Leavy (2017) notes that research methods used to collect data should always be selected based 

on their ability to best address the research purpose and to help answer the research questions. 

This means that the researcher had to select data collection methods that would aid in answering 

the research questions. Thus, due to the nature of the study’s interest and also bearing in mind 

pragmatic issues such as time and resources, the research follows a qualitative research design 

whereby document analysis and virtual stimulus text interviews are used as data collection 

methods. The data collection process for the study, together with the sampling method and 

ethical issues related to the study are detailed below. 

 

4.2.1 Document analysis 
 

The study employs document analysis as one of its primary research tools. As depicted by the 

name, document analysis is an approach to qualitative research which essentially involves 

examining documents such as videos and images, advertisements, newspapers, and archived 

textual information among others. For this study, selected documents include carefully chosen 

South African TV-based advertisements of maize products in the form of videos downloaded 

from YouTube. Hence, document analysis was employed as a method to select, review, 

evaluate and synthesise the documents to gain understanding and develop a thicker description 

of the discourses in the advertisements. These selected advertisements were chosen based on 

their semiotic richness and they were collected using the YouTube search function. Before 

beginning with data collection, the researcher made a list of different maize staple products 

and brand names to guide the search. Then, in the YouTube search bar, the search query “maize 

meal adverts South Africa” was entered and then run. This search produced results and manual 

filtering was done by the researcher to purposely select specifically relevant videos that would 

be useful in addressing the research questions. These videos were selected based on the 

popularity of the products being advertised. From this search, the researcher collected  12 video 

documents. The researcher also entered the query “Kellogg’s cornflakes ad” since it was the 

only maize brand product that did not appear in the first search. This search produced results 

and based on the criteria described above, the researcher manually filtered the videos and 
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purposively selected three video documents. From this process, the researcher collected a total 

of 15 advertisements using the YouTube tab for easier access. For a manageable set of data, 

the researcher then selected six advertisements from the 15 collected advertisements to be 

analysed. The researcher found that document analysis is “cost-effectiveness, stability 

(documents are not subject to change so they can be revisited), coverage (in terms of time, 

events, and settings) and availability and an increase in credibility” (Bowen, 2009).  Five out 

of the six advertisements were then selected to be used as stimulus texts for the interviews. 

Additionally, documents are most useful when combined with interviews that allow the 

researcher to discuss with the participants their views on the documents and can improve the 

quality of interviews in several other ways. Hence the study also employed stimulus-text 

interviews as a data collection method. 

 

4.2.2 Stimulus-text interviews 
 

The study also employs stimulus-text interviews as one of the data collection methods.   Rooted 

in constructivist approaches and semiotic traditions, the stimulus-text interview views language, 

representation, and communication not as sources of error for biased knowledge but as necessary 

constituents of interaction (Mafofo, 2015). Therefore, stimulus-text interviews rely on stimulus texts as 

the foundation for the interviews. Stimulus–text interviews use objects (in this case videos) to 

encourage participants to speak more about the research problem as they act as conversation 

provokers (Torronen, 2002). The stimulus-text interviews employ semi-structured questions. 

Semi-structured questions are used to allow the researcher to ask the participants open-ended 

questions which allow participants to respond in any way they choose, elaborate upon answers 

disagree or agree with questions and raise new issues (Leavy, 2017). One of the aims of the 

study was to investigate the youth’s perceptions of maize products as a staple food, stimulus-

text interviews were found to be useful because they facilitated the collection of rich and 

detailed information from participants (May, 2011). Therefore, semi-structured text-stimulus 

interviews were conducted with ten participants. The interviews took place in May 2023 after 

ethical clearance had been granted by the university (see approval letter in Appendix C). 

 

The process began with sampling using purposive sampling to select research participants.  

Since the study is interested in the perceptions of the youth, the sample includes ten participants 

who are between the ages of 18-25 and live in Cape Town. The researcher purposefully selected 
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these participants by first approaching peers who consume the maize products are within the 

age group above and reside in Cape Town. Then the peers were also asked to refer the 

researcher to other possible participants among their peer groups within the age range who also 

consume maize products and might be interested in participating in the research. Those 

identified were then approached to find out if they would voluntarily like to participate in the 

study and their contact information was recorded to set up the interviews. Participants were 

then sent the information sheet which provided them with information regarding the research. 

They were sent consent forms to sign before the next step.  After a day, participants who had 

signed and returned their consent forms were then contacted to find out when they would be 

available for the interviews. Interview dates that would suit the participants were then picked. 

After that, the researcher scheduled the meetings on Zoom and sent out the meeting links to 

each participant. The interviews were then administered respectively using a video-

conferencing platform called Zoom. This contact method was a cost-effective and convenient 

alternative to face-to-face interviewing, particularly in this research, as participants could 

participate in the interviews from the comfort of their homes. Moreover, Zoom was suitable 

because the researcher could show the selected advertisements as consumption discourses of 

maize to the participants, and the participants could keep their cameras off as the researcher 

was interested in the recorded voices. 

 

Semi-structured questions were employed for the interviews to give the researcher more 

freedom to the questions that can be asked in the interviews as the questions in semi-structured 

are not fixed. This means that the researcher did not have to stick to a given set of questions or 

ask them in a given order, and the researcher could change the wording or skip questions if 

they did not make sense at the time or make up new questions on the spot to follow up new 

insights. For this study, the interview questions were designed to provide a balance between 

the participants’ personal experiences and the text stimuli that were being used as part of the 

research. The researcher had prepared a set of ten questions to use as a guide for questioning 

but was open to asking further questions to follow up and pursue directions as these emerged 

through each interview. The interview questions are presented in Appendix A. Through this 

method, it was possible for the researcher to deeply engage and interact with the participants, 

and rich data was generated on the youth’s perceptions of maize products as a staple food and 

its discourses on the market. With the consent of the participants, the interviews were audio-

recorded and then later transcribed verbatim for data analysis. Stimulus-text interviews were 
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chosen as most appropriate for this study, because as Cresswell (2018) notes people are 

naturally conversational, and so interviews draw on something that people are accustomed to 

participating in, even if not in a formal setting. The interviews were carried out online via Zoom 

video call and were recorded and transcribed as part of the data for analysis.  

 

4.2.3 Purposive Sampling and ethics issues 
 

The sampling method that was used to select appropriate data for the study is purposive 

sampling. Purposive sampling is a type of sampling method where a researcher’s selection of 

data is deliberately based on their judgment guided by mainly the objectives and main subject 

of the research (Patton, 1990). Accordingly, the data samples were selected based on their 

relevance to the goal of this study, guided by the objectives and aims of the research. For the 

data collection method involving document analysis, the selection of the relevant documents 

was based on several measures. The type of documents involved in this study are videos of 

maize staple products, so these measures included watching the videos to check if they were 

for their semiotic richness. Thus, five advertisements were purposively selected using this 

procedure to be interpreted and analysed. The videos were also used as stimuli in the stimulus-

text interviews. 

 

For the stimulus-text interviews, since the study was interested in the perceptions of the youth, 

the sample focused on youths who live in Cape Town. The study involved ten participants who 

were also purposively selected based on their consumption of maize as a staple food. The 

participants for the study were recruited by the researcher, and some were referred by the other 

research participants. Accompanying the invitations to the participants was the study’s 

information which explained the purpose of the study to potential participants. The information 

sheet also had the researcher and supervising researcher’s contact details for potential 

participants to contact if they needed further clarification. Twenty interested participants were 

shortlisted to be interviewed in case some pulled out from the interviews. The researcher 

selected ten participants for the interviews and contacted the chosen participants to schedule 

the interviews at different times according to each participant’s preference. Eventually, the 

researcher was successful in setting up all ten interviews. The use of purposive sampling in the 
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study helped to tailor the research sample in a way that allowed the researcher to best follow 

up on emerging findings.  

 

Research ethics were central to the research process. Hence beneficence toward the participants 

was a significant consideration in this study. To uphold this, the researcher completed an ethics 

proposal and agreement with the University ethics committee to protect participants. According 

to this agreement, the research information sheet and informed participant consent forms were 

shared and completed with each participant. This means that before collecting any information 

from the participants, the researcher began by securing informed consent from the participants 

and asking every participant for permission to participate in the study and to sign an informed 

consent form. The form (Appendix B) explicitly stated the purpose of the research, how the 

data that was to be collected from them would be used, and that they were allowed to withdraw 

their informed consent at any stage of the research should they feel the need to do so. In terms 

of confidentiality, the researcher kept the confidentiality of participants by making sure that 

they remained anonymous through the use of pseudo-names where necessary. The interviews 

were recorded only with the permission of the participants, and the data collected was not used 

for any other reasons other than the study. 

 

4.3 Data analysis 
 

Corbin and Strauss (2008:1) define data analysis in qualitative research as “a process of 

examining and interpreting data to elicit meaning, gain understanding, and develop empirical 

knowledge.” A critical multisemiotic discourse analysis framework as elaborated in the 

previous section was used to analyse the data in this study. Critical multisemiotic discourse 

analysis is useful in the exploration of multiple semiotics and how they are used to illustrate 

discourse. One of the research objectives is to study how semiotics are used in food 

consumption discourses in televised advertisements. Critical multisemiotic discourse analysis 

provides a framework that considers the “meaning potential of multiple modes in the process 

of meaning-making” by identifying different semiotic resources in discourse and establishing 

their meaning potential within the context they are used. Thus this framework enabled the 

researcher to analyse the different semiotic resources and how they are employed for 

interpretation within discourse. Critical multisemiotic discourse analysis combines critical 
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discourse analysis with multimodality and allows for a data analysis framework which provides 

an in-depth look at the consumption discourses of maize and how semiotic resources are used 

in discourse to create meaning while sustaining certain ideologies. In particular, drawing on 

multimodality and its tenet resemiotisation enabled the researcher to study the different modes 

that are used to communicate meaning and to understand how meaning moves across different 

contexts. Drawing on critical discourse analyses enabled the researcher in the exploration of 

multiple semiotics to reveal how they are used to communicate ideological meanings in both 

the advertisements and interview data (Fairclough, 1989). The data analysis process also 

involved organising the findings from both data sets thematically based on the research 

objectives and questions. The themes are used in analysing and discussing the data. 

 

4.4 Chapter summary 
 

This section provided a detailed breakdown of the methodological procedure of the study. It 

gave an insight into the qualitative research design employed in the study and pointed out the 

elements that determined the choice of a qualitative research design. The section argued that 

the qualitative design was the most appropriate research design for this study because of the 

nature of the research problem. The section also expanded on data collection methods, 

sampling, and data analysis of the study. It explains that for data collection, the study employed 

document analysis and stimulus-text interviews and outlined how both these methods were 

employed. Document analysis was found to be useful to collect documents in the form of 

videos. It also pointed out that stimulus-text interviews were found to be useful because they 

facilitated the collection of rich and detailed information from participants. The section posited 

that purposive sampling was employed for selecting interview participants and for choosing 

video advertisements. The section also detailed the data analysis process for the study, pointing 

out that the data was analysed through a critical multisemiotic discourse analysis framework 

and the analysis process involved transcribing the data verbatim and organising the data 

thematically. The section concluded by discussing ethical principles that were found to be 

relevant to the study and how they were addressed. Overall, this section described all the 

methods and processes employed in this study. 
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The next section discusses the findings of the study relating to the kind of semiotics and 

discourses that are used to label and sell maize products and its meals in the advertisement in 

the South African context. The section also presents findings related to the kind of meanings 

that are attached to the different semiotics and discourses. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: 

SEMIOTICS AND DISCOURSES USED IN MAIZE ADVERTISEMENTS 
 

5.0 Introduction 
 

In contemporary society, where advertising is everywhere and is a vital component of 

consumer culture, discourse analysis of advertisements has become imperative in extracting 

meaningful insight from advertisements. This chapter stands at the forefront of this imperative 

as it presents the data analysis of five selected advertisements. The advertisements were 

selected using purposive sampling based on preselected criteria. The criteria for selection were 

based on the semiotic richness, such as music, participants, gestures, settings, linguistic 

features, and so on. Using critical multisemiotic discourse analysis, this chapter embarks on a 

journey into the semiotics and discourses used in maize staple food advertisements. In detail, 

this chapter identifies the different semiotics resources that are used in the selected 

advertisements and looks at the kinds of meaning that are created using the identified semiotics 

resources as well as exactly how meaning is created by the different semiotics that are used in 

the advertisements.  

 

The significance of this chapter is to provide a more nuanced understanding of how various 

discursive components can come together to co-produce meanings. It also evaluates how 

certain social relations, identities, and ideologies are elevated while others are obscured or 

downplayed. In addition to CMDA, this chapter also draws on tenets of multimodality and, 

resemiotisation to address how semiotic resources are used or repurposed across the selected 

advertisements. Essentially, this chapter reports on the findings for the first and second 

objectives of this study to identify the kind of semiotics and discourses that are used to label 

and sell maize products and its meals in the advertisement in the South African context and to 

investigate the kind of meanings that are attached to the different semiotics and discourses. The 

findings are thematically presented below, methodologically introducing the different semiotic 

resources as they feature in the advertisements and exploring what meaning potentials they 

afford about maize as a staple food in the South African social, cultural, historical, and political 

context in which they operate. 
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5.1 Ace instant porridge: A taste of mum’s love 
 

The product being advertised in this advertisement is Ace instant porridge. Ace instant porridge 

is a range of flavoured instant maize meal products that can be either mixed with hot or cold 

milk or water to be enjoyed instantly as a great tasting filling breakfast. Ace instant porridge 

originates from soft porridge which is made from maize meal. Soft porridge is a quintessential 

South African breakfast, was enjoyed across different demographics in black households and 

it has strong ties to South Africa’s history of extreme segregation. Today it is still enjoyed by 

black South Africans but for many people, it has become baby food for babies who are Six 

months and above. Ace instant porridge is a version of this soft porridge that takes less time to 

make and has a variety of flavours. The section below discusses the semiotics and discourses 

used in the Ace Instant porridge advertisement, namely, the township place-setting, Thabo and 

his mother as semiotic resources, the intertextual meaning of the slogan/tagline, the voice-over, 

and the background music.  

 

5.1.1 Navigating the township: From and to home, the taxi rank and the school 
 

The advertisement setting is one of the most important elements of an advertisement as it is 

more than just decorative, rather it is carefully chosen to symbolise character traits and convey 

plot elements (Solomon and Greenberg, 1993). Figure 4.1 below shows the place setting of the 

Ace Instant porridge advertisement. 
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Figure 4.1: Temporal and physical setting of the advertisement 

 

The Ace Instant porridge advertisement opens with a beautifully shot scene, shown in Figure 

4.1, picture 1 of a quiet street depicting the sunrise. The image of the sunrise gives the temporal 

setting of the advertisement, telling the viewer that events in the advertisement are happening 

early in the morning. There are also houses with modern roofs in the picture and wall fences 

around the homes. In the South African context, streets with houses like the ones depicted in 

Figure 4.1, picture 1 are found in townships, and they belong to working-class individuals. 

Thus, the opening scene of the advertisement sets the Ace instant porridge advertisement in a 

generic South African township and captures the mood of the township. Given that the 

township is associated with black work-class people, the advertisement uses the township 

setting as semiotic to associate Ace Instant porridge with the townships, and by so doing, it 

suggests that the product is targeted at black people who stay in the township that is black 

working-class people. The scenic view of the township in Figure 4.1, picture 1, is represented 

from a long shot, which gives the viewer the bigger picture of the place setting (without giving 
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detail) from a considerable distance, in which the featured people in the shot appear as small 

dots in the landscape. This is a subtle way of directing the viewer’s focus on the landscape as 

it is an important semiotic used to establish the place setting of the advertisement. At the same 

time, the long shot frame conveys an impersonal relationship between the represented place 

and the viewer to make the viewer feel they are an outsider looking in from a distance. The 

scene is also represented from a frontal horizontal angle to show a sense of involvement with 

the viewer as the frontal angle gives them a full view of the place, making the viewer feel like 

they are involved with the township. The frontal angle invites the viewer to engage with this 

township and bring the viewer into the world in the advertisement. The high angle establishes 

that the viewer is in a position of power. Figure 4.1, picture 1 shows that the advertisement is 

taking place in a township in the morning. So, this shot serves to introduce the viewer to the 

setting of the advertisement and gives the background and context of the advertisement. 

 

As the advertisement progresses, the viewers get a closer look at the Township setting of the 

advertisement as Thabo walks on to school. On the street in Figure 4.1, picture 2, one of the 

houses is gated, and there is a dog behind the gate that barks at Thabo as he passes. It is common 

in townships to have dogs guarding the gate and barking at anyone who passes by for security 

reasons. People in the Township usually keep dogs to be working dogs so they can protect and 

keep their homes safe. Thus, this is a common experience in the township that most people 

who stay there have experienced just walking down the street, so viewers can easily identify 

with this representation of the township. Moreover, this representation of the township draws 

on the discourse of crime and security people in the township put in place to feel safe. The use 

of this representation helps the advertisers to enhance their place setting and make the township 

setting seem more real so that viewers can identify more with the place setting and, by 

extension, the advertisement.  

 

As he continues walking, Thabo passes by a salon with this linguistic landscape on his way to 

his school, shown in Figure 4.1, picture 3. The name of the salon is “#MUMULiCiOUSE 

SALON,” which is a combination of two words, “Mumu” the name of the owner, and 

“liciouse” from the word “delicious,” misspelt. The advertisers purposely misspell the word 

to demonstrate the people’s creativity in the township. The combining of a person’s name and 

“licious” is common with township salons. In this advertisement it adds distinction to the 
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township setting, making it more recognizable and identifiable to viewers. Under the name of 

the salon, the services offered by the salon are listed as “Nail Art, Manicure, Pedicure, colour 

tips, full colour, and hairdo bounding.” The contact details are provided at the bottom. Above 

the salon’s name, the word “tombstone” is scratched out, which could mean that this building 

used to be a Tombstone parlour. It also indicates that the building has been repurposed, which 

further shows the creativity and ability of the township to adapt to changes and find new uses 

for things. The signage is otherwise written completely in English. This linguistic landscape 

captures the kind of linguistic landscapes that one would encounter in a township. Thus, the 

advertisers use it to accentuate the Township setting of the advertisement.  

 

His walk leads him to the taxi rank shown in Figure 4.1, picture 4. The taxi rank remains a vital 

part of any township as taxis are a standard mode of transport for most Township people. This 

is because most township residents are relatively poor, and many cannot afford private cars, so 

they rely on taxis to move around the township to and from home, work, shops, schools, and 

basic amenities. This signals the socio-economic status of the people in the township setting of 

the advertisement. As such, the representation of the taxi rank in this advertisement solidifies 

the township place setting used in this advertisement. 

 

In Figure 1, picture 5, the young boy is shown getting out of the taxi next to the road into a 

pothole filled with muddy water. This is a real-life depiction of South Africa’s ageing road 

infrastructure deteriorating with an increasing number of potholes. This is a result of poor road 

maintenance by the government. Thabo is then shown in the school, and the school building 

looks old and worn out. Most township schools are under de facto segregation due to the cross 

between race and socio-economic status. They have poor infrastructure, as depicted, and the 

student populations of individual sites remain largely homogeneous based on race, and the 

quality of schools follows this division. Students often have to travel so far to attend school, as 

Thabo is shown in the advertisement. There are children in the yard of the school assembling 

outside. Figure 4.1, Picture 6, depicts the sunset as Thabo walks back home from school. The 

sunset signifies the end of the day thus it tells the viewers that the day is coming to an end. It 

also gives the temporal setting telling the viewer that the events in the advertisement are taking 

place in the afternoon. 
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In the advertisement, the physical location of the township, as well as collateral objects found 

only in the township, are used as part of the semiotic place setting to sell Ace Instant porridge 

to township residents and to position the product-based lifestyle and affordability. In terms of 

lifestyle, the township represents a unique lifestyle, norms, and habits. The advertisement 

manages to harness those authentic, unique township experiences and use them to convey that 

this product is affordable (or cheap) and is targeted at people who stay in the Townships. In 

terms of affordability, the township has long been seen as a residential or geographic area for 

middle to lower-income earners. Thus, the advertiser resemiotise the Township setting to create 

the meaning that this advertisement is affordable (Iedema, 2003).  

 

5.1.2 Young Thabo and his mother 
 

The advertisements feature two main social actors, Thabo and his mother. Figure 4.2 below 

represents Thabo’s involvement in different social actions in the morning. 
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Figure 4.2: Thabo’s morning routine 
Figure 4.2 shows Thabo getting ready for school in the morning. Thabo is functionalized in the 

advertisements as he is depicted wearing his school uniform to signal that he is represented as 

a school child (Machin and Mayr, 2012).  His school shirt is powder blue, a common school 

shirt colour that is normally associated with public schools in townships which cater to lower-

income earners. By depicting the young boy in this school shirt colour, the advertisement is 

showing that the young boy’s parents or guardian a lower-income earners and thus the 

advertisement is targeting lower-income earners. This also positions the product by price as 

being affordable (Aaker and Shansby, 1982). Thabo is represented individually as he is getting 

ready in Figure 4.2 as he appears alone in all pictures. According to (Machin and Mayr, 

2012:101) actors are sometimes depicted alone “to indicate that the agent in this situation acts 

alone” and in this advertisement, Thabo is individualised to highlight that he goes through his 

morning routine by himself.  For instance, in Figure 4.2 picture 1 Thabo is shown individually 

standing in front of a mirror trying to tie his tie to indicate that he is dressing himself up for 

school. Similarly, in Figure 4.2, picture 3 Thabo is shown sitting at the table by himself with 

the note in his hand reading it.  

 

The frontal horizontal angle is used which shows involvement, suggesting that the viewer 

becomes part of the young boy’s world as he reads the note (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). 

In this way, the viewer is invited to be fully involved with the young boy and share emotions. 

In other words, the producers are making an emotional appeal to the viewer and the viewer is 

invited to feel what the young boy is feeling at that moment. The use of the eye level vertical 

angle shows that the young boy and the viewer have equal power in this instance, this is the 

producers’ way to mimic how we see people in real life (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). In 

terms of composition, the young boy's face is the most salient feature as he is foregrounded 

and in focus, while the letter and the background of the kitchen are out of focus (Kress and van 

Leeuwen, 2006). This shows the viewer to pay attention to the young boy’s face and his facial 

expression as they convey meaning. His facial expression conveys love and affection toward 

his mother and this expression is used to manipulate the viewer emotionally into feeling those 

same feelings. By using emotional appeal, the advertiser controls the viewer’s emotional state 

and can use the information to create a more effective message. 
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In this advertisement Thabo is represented individually performing all these tasks inviting the 

viewer “to align with the events through this individual” (Machin and Mayr, 2012:9). In Figure 

4.2, picture 4 at 0:08 seconds Thabo is shown individually reaching for the jar of milk on the 

table and pouring it into the bowl. Even though he is not shown mixing the instant porridge, 

his pouring the milk implies that he did mix the instant porridge and had his breakfast. A 

medium shot is used to show a far personal social distance between the viewer and the young 

boy (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). The benefit of the medium shot is that it captures the 

young boy and the table setting from a distance that allows the viewer to see all the items on 

the table, the milk, the bowl, the ace instant porridge, and it also shows the young boy reaching 

for the milk to pour in the bowl. The horizontal frontal angle shows involvement, which invites 

the viewer to be fully involved at a social distance in what is happening in the frame (Kress 

and van Leeuwen, 2006). It invites the viewer to be involved as the boy mixes his instant 

porridge. This scene is particularly important because it is also a way to show the viewer how 

easy it is to mix Ace instant porridge. The vertical eye level shows that the viewer and the 

young boy have equal power (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). 

 

Although Thabo is portrayed as a school child, the values that the advertisement associates 

with him through individualization are for older children. The representation of Thabo 

independently getting through his morning routine by himself contributes to the normalisation 

of the harmful social discourse that regards black children as maturing faster compared to 

children of other races (van Dijk, 1993). Thabo is a young boy who needs to be taken care of 

by his parents. The normalisation of this discourse often leads to black children being forced 

to grow quicker and take up more responsibility from a young age like little Thabo is presented 

in the advertisement. 

 

 In the morning, on his way to school, Thabo faces several adversities. Figure 4.3 below 

captures Thabo overcoming the adversities on his way to school. 
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Figure 4.3: Thabo on his way to school 

 
 

Firstly, in Figure 4. 3, picture 1 at 0:09 seconds, one of the houses he passes is gated, and there 

is a dog behind the gate that barks at him as he passes. He runs past the house and manages to 

get away from the dog. Within the township context, dogs are associated with security, and 

residents usually keep dogs to be working dogs, so they can protect their house and their family. 

For this reason, it is common to have dogs guarding the gate and barking at anyone who comes 

close to it. In this regard, the advertisement brings forth discourses about crime and safety in 

townships. The advertisement uses this discourse in this scene to show the viewer one of the 

adversities that Thabo is faced with on his way to school in the morning.  The scene is used to 

appeal to viewers’ emotions so that they can feel sympathy for the young boy and keep them 

emotionally invested in the advertisement.  

 

In Figure 4.3, picture 2 Thabo is shown inside a taxi, sitting squeezed between two women 

who seem not to even notice him. One of the women puts her handbag on top of him as if he 

is not even there, he dunks a little so that the bag does not land on his face while facially 

expressing impassiveness. This is another adversity that Thabo faces because he is small and 

people often do not notice him. In this scene, Thabo is represented from a close-up shot to 

show a close personal distance which connotes an intimate relationship between them (Kress 

and van Leeuwen, 2006). A frontal angle is used to show involvement, so the viewer is fully 
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involved. An eye-level angle is used to show that there is no power difference between the 

viewer and the young boy. This scene is also used to emotionally appeal to the viewers to get 

them to have sympathy for the young boy for being so small and unnoticeable. 

 

The taxi gets to his stop and the driver drops him next to a mud puddle so when he gets off the 

taxi he steps right into the mud puddle as shown in Figure 4.3, picture 3. He does not stop, he 

jumps off and continues running to the school. This is another adversity that he gets through 

with ease. This adversity that many people who live in the township can relate to because it 

depicts the ageing and deteriorating (non-existent) road infrastructure in South African 

Townships. This is a result of poor road maintenance by the government. The young boy is 

shown in Figure 4.3, picture 1 at the school, the school building looks old and worn out. The 

depicted school is representative of most township schools which have poor and old 

infrastructure. 

 

Figure 4.4 shows Thabo at school. He is represented with the other school children and it shows 

collectivism (Machin and Mayr, 2012) since they appear together. 

 

 
Figure 4.4: Thabo at school 

  

As shown in Figure 4.4, pictures 2 and 3, the young boy is shown at school with other school 

children who are all black and wearing the same school uniform as him and thus represented 
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as part of a collective. This kind of depiction homogenises the school children creating the 

impression that they are all the same. In this way, the social actors are specifically depicted as 

black schoolchildren who stay in the Township highlighting their identity as well as the context 

of the advertisement. This helps the advertisement to target consumers who match the 

specifically depicted social actors as the consumer and target of the product. The population of 

the school children being made up of black children only implicitly shows the result of the de 

facto segregation discourse that divided people by race and segregated black people to the 

Towns. The school children represented are involved in the behavioural process of singing as 

they are depicted singing the South African national anthem. The national anthem is a symbol 

of a country, it represents the traditions, and beliefs of the nation and serves as an expression 

of national identity. In this behavioural process, the school children are the behaviours, 

meaning that there are active agents in this context involved in patriotic acts and through the 

behavioural process of singing school children express their national identity as South Africans 

by acting it out for viewers to see. In this way, the advertisement is promoting the national 

anthem alongside their product therefore encouraging viewers to associate the product with the 

South African identity.  In the advertisement this depiction is used to evoke patriotism because 

the national anthem is a song about unity and brings all South Africans together so in this scene 

it is used to represent all South Africans and make them feel included as a way of attracting 

consumers. 

 

Picture 1 Thabo is shown sneaking into the assembly with the other schoolchildren. In this 

scene, the young boy is shown using a close shot showing his head and shoulders to suggest a 

‘close personal distance’ between the viewer and the young boy also suggesting an intimate 

relationship with each other (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). A frontal angle is used to suggest 

that the viewer is involved with the young boy (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). This angle 

suggests as the young boy is assembling and singing the national anthem with the rest of the 

school children, the viewer is also part of that. A high angle is used which suggests that the 

viewer has more power than the young boy (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). The teachers are 

shown in Figure 5, picture 3 at an oblique angle with their backs facing the viewers at a high 

level to show that they are not involved with the viewer, suggesting that they are not a part of 

the viewer's world (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). 

 

In Figure 4.4, picture 2, one of the bigger children hits Thabo from the back of his head which 

signifies bullying. At 0:21 seconds he is shown tilting his head to the side after being hit. He is 
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captured using a close-up shot frame which enables the viewer to see his facial expression in 

reaction to being hit from a close social distance and a frontal angle, which invites the viewer 

to align with him. In this way, Thabo’s face is the most salient in the picture as it appears big 

from the close shot and it is also foregrounded compared to the other children’s faces so that 

the viewer can pay more attention to him (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). Upon being hit, 

Thabo maintains a straight facial expression and he does not even turn his head around to check 

who hit him. In this regard the advertisement legitimises bullying and they make it seem like a 

normal thing that does not warrant a response (van Dijk, 1993). The advertisement uses 

bullying to represent another adversity that Thabo overcomes easily because ate Ace Instant 

porridge.  

 

In Figure 4.4, picture  4 Thabo is depicted in a classroom together with his classmate, sitting 

down and reading a book he shares with his classmates. They are thus represented as learners 

using impersonalisation through objectification of them being in a classroom and being 

engaged in reading and writing (Machin and Mayr, 2012). As the young boy and his classmate 

seated at the same table with him are busy reading, one of the other children from another table 

snatches the book they are reading from them.  The process of ‘snatching’ the book is material 

and involves two participants, the child who snatches the book as the actor and the young boy 

and his friend as the beneficiaries, and the book is the goal. The young boy here is represented 

as a victim of bullying by the other child through transitivity, and the advertisement uses the 

representation of transitivity to portray the young boy in this way to align the viewer alongside 

him (Machin and Mayr, 2012). This serves the advertisement’s interest in that it is a strategy 

to emotionally manipulate the viewer. The process of ‘snatching’ among school children is 

associated with bullying. Bullying affects a lot of children in school, and it is very difficult for 

children to deal with it. It often has a negative impact on the child and can cause them to feel 

afraid and may even affect their performance in school. In this advertisement, this is another 

adversity that the young boy gets through. A close-up shot is used to capture this scene showing 

a close personal social distance between the viewer and the young boy to make the viewer feel 

like they have an intimate relationship with the young boy (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). A 

frontal angle is used to show involvement, inviting the viewer to be a part of the young boy’s 

world, which involves sharing in what is happening and sharing in the young boy’s emotions. 

Finally, the air is represented from an eye-level distance to show equality between him and the 

viewer. 

 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



 

83 
 

As a whole, the visual representation of transitivity in Figure 4 above shows Thabo engaged in 

material processes as a beneficiary (Machin and Mayr, 2012). For instance, in picture 1 the dog 

chases him, in picture 2 the women in the taxi squash him, in picture 3, the taxi driver drops 

him right next to a mud puddle, in picture 5, the boy behind him at the assembly hits him and 

he picture 6 one of his classmates snatches his book away from him. Through all this adversity 

Thabo is represented as a beneficiary and as a beneficiary he is the affected agent whereby 

everything is being done to him and he is a victim. The advertisement uses the visual 

representation of transitivity to present Thabo as a victim who is resilient and prevails against 

all odds to appeal emotionally to the viewers so that they have sympathy towards him and align 

with him. Given that he was shown having Ace instant porridge before leaving the house, this 

representation is also used to imply that he can overcome all these adversities because he ate 

Ace instant porridge. At the end of the school day, the young boy goes to his teacher as he is 

leaving shown in Figure 4.5 below:   

 

 
Figure 4.5: Thabo and his teacher 

 

The teacher and Thabo are shown in Figure 4.5, pictures 1, 2 and 3. They are represented as a 

collective since they appear together in the same frame. The teacher functions as she is 

represented by her job as her teacher. In Figure 4.5, picture 1 the teacher is further personalised 

as she is shown smiling at Thabo when she hands him his script (Machin and Mayr, 2012). 

Thabo receives the script and looks at it while the teacher touches him on the shoulder shown 

in Figure 4.5, picture 1. A shoulder touch is a social signal that is typically used to express 

connection, support, encouragement, or comfort. In the advertisement, the teacher uses this 

gesture to show the young boy encouragement for work well done. She is shown from a close 

shot angle suggesting a  close personal distance between the teacher and the viewer which 

allows the viewer to take in the teacher’s head and shoulders (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006).  

A frontal angle is used to suggest that the viewer is involved with the teacher. A low angle is 
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used to show that the teacher has more power than the viewer. After receiving and looking at 

his script the young boy is shown in Figure 4.5, picture 3 smiling with pride and looking up at 

his teacher. A medium shot is used to show a far personal distance between the viewer and the 

young boy, a distance at which ‘subjects of personal interests and involvements are discussed’ 

(Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). A frontal angle is used to suggest involvement, inviting the 

viewer to be involved with the young boy (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). A high angle is 

used to show that the viewer has more power than the young boy (Kress and van Leeuwen, 

2006). After school, the young boy is shown walking home alone in Figure 4.6 below: 

 

 
Figure 4.6: Thabo walking home after school 

  

On the road, there are no other people depicted except for two cars that drive past him. Here 

the young boy is represented through individualisation since he is depicted walking alone 

(Machin and Mayr, 2012). The sun has set and it is a little dark outside. This depiction shows 

the long distance that the young boy has to walk to get home from school, after having left 

home in the morning and having a long day in school. This is the reality for some 

schoolchildren in townships, they often have to leave home early in the morning and come 

back in the evening because of the long distance they have to travel or walk. Students often 

have to travel so far to attend school either by foot or taxi if parents can afford the taxi fare like 

Thabo is shown in the advertisement. This individualised representation of the young boy 

serves the advertisement’s interest by adding to the list of things the young boy has to go 

through alone.  In this segment, the young boy is shown from a very long shot, at an oblique 

horizontal angle, and at eye level vertical angle as he walks alone along the road (Kress and 

van Leeuwen, 2006). The very long shot shows a public social distance between the viewer 
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and the young boy, meaning that the young boy is represented as a stranger to the viewer. The 

oblique horizontal angle shows that the viewer is detached from the young boy's world, this 

means that the viewer is not invited to be a part of the young boy’s world, they are just looking 

in from the outside. The eye level vertical angle shows that the viewer and the young boy have 

equal power (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). In this Figure 4.7. below, it is now after school 

and Thabo is back at home. 

 

 
Figure 4.7: Thabo preparing Ace Instant Porridge for himself 

 

In Figure 4.7, picture 1, at 0:28 seconds the young boy grabs the packet of Ace Instant from 

the cabinet and places it on a set table next to an empty bowl and a jar of milk. His face is not 

shown in any of the shots (figure 4.7), just his hands and what he is doing. The packet of Instant 

porridge is shown from a middle distance, showing the product “in full, but without much space 

around it” (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). The use of the middle distance suggests that the 

packet of instant porridge is presented as being within the viewer’s reach. The frontal 

horizontal angle shows involvement inviting the viewer to be fully involved (Kress and van 

Leeuwen, 2006). The high vertical angle shows that the viewer has power (Kress and van 

Leeuwen, 2006). In terms of composition, the Ace Instant porridge packet is on the right as the 

New while the milk and the bowl are on the left therefore given (Kress and van Leeuwen, 

2006). There is no framing so all the elements in the image are presented together as a unit. In 

Figure 4.7, picture 2, the young boy sets up the table, the jar of milk, the empty bowl, and the 

spoon are shown in a close shot, at a frontal horizontal angle and a high vertical angle. The 

close-up shot shows a close personal distance. The frontal horizontal angle shows involvement, 

inviting the viewer to be involved. The high-level angle shows that the viewer has more power 

(Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). After setting the table the young boy is shown in Figure 4.7, 

picture 2 writing on a piece of paper next to the bowl. Only his arm is shown as he is writing 
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from a close-up shot showing a close personal relation with the viewer. A high angle is used 

suggesting that the viewer has more power as they can look from above the young boy writing 

the note. An oblique angle is used to show detachment and that the viewer is not involved with 

the boy at that moment. 

 

The young boy is represented as a schoolchild who stays in a township. He is portrayed as an 

independent young boy who is brave and smart. School children around that age are generally 

independent and can do a lot of stuff by themselves like the young boy represented in the 

advert, getting dressed, reading, and feeding themselves but unlike in the advertisement they 

need to be under supervision. Figure 4.8, shows the different representations of Thabo’s 

mother. 

 

 
Figure 4.8: Thabo’s mother 

 
At first, Thabo’s mother is not visually represented in the advertisement at home with Thabo 

even though she is present and participates in Thabo’s morning routine. The advertisement uses 

exclusion to serve “their interests and purposes concerning their target market for whom the 

Ace Instant porridge is intended. This visual exclusion of Thabo’s mother also imposes certain 

ideologies on the viewers about the mother’s presence and involvement in Thabo’s life. The 

viewer only knows of her existence and participation because she is linguistically represented 
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through the note in Figure 4.8, Picture 1 which is signed “mama”. The note suggests that Thabo 

stays with his mother and she is the one who also prepares Thabo’s breakfast before leaving in 

the morning. She purposefully excluded from visual representation and backgrounded to serve 

the advertiser's interest to show viewers how their instant product works. The background of 

Thabo’s mother legitimises the ideology that working mothers cannot do it all, they cannot 

work full-time and be fully present in their children’s lives (van Dijk, 1993).     

 

The signature “mama” on the note shows the advertisement’s use of identification to represent 

Thabo’s mother in terms of who she is and her relationship with Thabo (Machin and Mayr, 

2012). At the same time through the use of the signature “mama” on the note, the advertisement 

uses personalisation to linguistically represent Thabo’s mother as a “mama” because the 

mothers are known for being loving and nurturing towards their children to rationalise the 

absence in the opening scenes (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). Thus the use of personalisation 

in this case humanises her and in a way excuses her absence from the first segment so viewers 

see her in a positive light and relate to her as a loving mother. 

 

In Figure 4.8, picture 2 Thabo’s mother makes her first appearance towards the end of the 

advertisement when she is visually depicted outside, in the evening carrying a handbag under 

her arm and is shown walking through the gate after dark. As she walks in, she is shown with 

her back against the viewer, this representation shows impersonalisation since the viewer 

cannot see the woman’s face (Machin and Mayr, 2012). Objectivation is used to impersonalise 

her as she is “represented using reference with the activity they are involved in (walking in and 

shown only coming back home in the evening after dark) (Machin and Mayr, 2012). 

Considering her absence in the first segments of the advertisement, this representation of 

Thabo’s mother lends impersonal authority to imply to the viewers that she is coming from 

work thus she is a working mother. Thabo’s mother is also functionalized as the advertisement 

represents her in terms of what she does which is working (Machin and Mayr, 2012). This is 

important to the advertisement as it gives context as to why she was not in the first segments 

of the advertisement with Thabo. So this representation works in the interest of advertisement 

because it depicts someone the viewers can relate to. 
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Moreover In Figure 4.8, pictures 2 and 3, Thabo’s mother is represented through a medium 

shot which presents her to the viewer as someone whom they are socially close to and can share 

impersonal issues and business (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). In Figure 8, picture 3, she is 

represented from a close shot and is used to make the viewer feel like they are close to Thabo’s 

mother and they have a personal relationship with her. The oblique angle is used to represent 

Thabo’s mother in all the pictures in Figure 4.8 showing her from the side suggesting that there 

is a detachment between the viewer and Thabo’s mother which means that the viewer is not 

invited to be a part of her world. The use of the oblique angle is to say that the viewer is not 

involved with Thabo’s mother. Figure 4.9, shows the product being advertised throughout the 

advertisement. The product is first represented in its package at 0:04 seconds shown in Figure 

4.9, picture 1 below. 

 

 
Figure 4.9: Ace Instant porridge featured throughout the advertisement 

 

In Figure 4.9, pictures 1, 2, 4, and 5, the product is presented on the left in its package, placed 

on the right of the frame which according to Kress and Van Leeuwen (2006) means that it is 
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the New. Thus, the product is presented as something new that the viewers are not familiar 

with. The product is backgrounded in pictures 1, 2, and 3 in Figure 4.9, and through the 

representational strategy of backgrounding (Van Leeuwen, 2008:39), the product is 

“deemphasized and pushed into the background by the omission of identifying information 

rather than completely erased.” In this way, the viewer can see that the product is present in 

the advertisement without drawing too much information to the product itself and to keep the 

consumers focused on the story being told in the advertisement. However, in pictures 4 and 5 

Figure 4.9, the product is foregrounded, allowing the viewer to see the product package and 

the name of the product and this representational strategy is used to ensure that viewers will be 

able to identify the product by its package and its name when they see it in stores. In pictures 

3 and 6 Figure 4.9, the product is presented on the right as the Given implying that the product 

is something that the viewer is familiar with and they know the product. It is represented from 

a long short distance, at an opaque and eye-level angle. It is positioned on the right as the New 

(Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). It is also the least salient image in the picture, as it appears to 

be blurred out while the images in the picture are foregrounded. The second representation is 

at 0:07 seconds at a medium close angle. The third representation is at 0:27 seconds. The fourth 

representation is at 0:029 seconds. The fifth representation is at 0:34 seconds. 

 

The meaning of the shot is also realised through the semiotics of the composition of different 

elements in the shot. To show the information value to the viewer, the young boy and the empty 

bowl are positioned on the left as the Given, this is the information the viewer is assumed to 

know. The Ace instant and the milk jar are positioned on the right as the New (Kress and van 

Leeuwen, 2006), this is the information that is being introduced to the viewer. The young boy 

is the most salient element because he is the biggest element in the image and he is 

foregrounded and at the centre occupying most of the frame. The producers of the 

advertisement want the viewer to focus more on the boy as he is pouring the milk. In contrast, 

the Ace instant porridge is the least salient because it is small and it is not in focus. The 

represented participants, the young boy, the packet of Ace instant porridge, the milk jar, and 

the bowl appear together and they are connected, they are presented as a unit. The final product 

reveal is shown in Figure 4.10, at the end of the advertisement from 0:43 – 0:45 seconds. 
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Figure 4.10: Final Product reveal of Ace Instant porridge 

 

The information value in Figure 4.10 uses a left-right composition. The text element of the 

image “Start their day with a mother’s love” is positioned to the left which according to Van 

Leeuwen (2006) suggests that this information is given. This means that the viewers of the 

advertisement already know what a mother’s love is. The advertisers assume that the viewers 

know this because across different cultures it is agreed upon that “a mother’s love” is the purest 

form of love. The text is also positioned at the top which suggests the importance of the text 

element to the meaning composition of the whole image. The first half of the text “Start their 

day” is more salient than the bottom half, it is foregrounded and bigger and this means that it 

can draw more attention from the advertisement’s viewers. Thus suggesting that it is the most 

important part of the text element. The text itself “start their day” is a common phrase that 

means a way to start your morning so it being bigger than the second half of the day highlights 

the instant porridge in the advertisement is for starting your day. Simply put, it is to be eaten 

in the morning for breakfast. The second half of the text element “A mother’s love” is also 

positioned to the left and top, also salient because it is foregrounded as important (Kress and 

van Leeuwen, 2006). The second element of the image is the picture of the product being 

advertised. The product is positioned on the right which suggests that it is the New information 

being presented to viewers. This image of the ace instant porridge is foregrounded which 

invites viewers to pay attention to it and focus on it. So by looking at the foregrounded element 

and reading from the elements from left to right, the message the advertiser is communicating 
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is to start your children’s day with a mother’s love and the mother’s love that the advertisers 

are referring to their product the Ace instant porridge (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). In this 

way, the Ace instant porridge is used in the advertiser as the New and is presented as the new 

symbol of a mother’s love. This means that when the viewer gives their children the product 

they are showing the children and mother’s love. 

 

5.1.3 Tagline/ Slogan: Start your day with a mother’s love and background music 
The Ace Instant porridge advertisements use their tagline “A taste of a mother’s love” to shape 

the meaning of the actions or what is happening in the advertisement. However, because of the 

use of the tagline “Start your day with a mother’s love”, there is another meaning that can be 

drawn from this advertisement. Firstly a mother’s love is the love shown by a mother towards 

her children. The advertisers chose this text because they know that the concept of a mother’s 

love is familiar to everyone. This creates the message that a mother’s love is important in the 

life of a young boy because young boys encounter different obstacles every day but a mother’s 

love always makes everything better. The advert is saying that working mothers who cannot 

be physically there to show their children love can do so by giving them Ace Instant porridge. 

So the advertisers find a way to relate this concept to their product by contextualising it in a 

way that South African audiences can relate. The phrase “a mother’s love” is a common phrase 

across different identities and can be understood. The advertisement uses the storyline or the 

phrase a mother’s love of a mother’s love to shape the meaning of the ace instant porridge 

advertisement. This means that the creators of the advertisement depend on the text of a 

mother’s love to communicate the advertisement’s message because watching the ad with the 

tagline would not deliver the same message. This then makes it easy to deduce that the taste of 

a mother’s love in that advertisement is the Instance porridge. And for Thabo, the young boy 

who has to get ready by himself and overcome so many obstacles on his way alone because his 

mother is not physically there, the taste of Ace instant porridge is the taste of his mother's love. 

This also means that Thabo’s mother expresses motherly love for her son by providing food 

for him instead of being there.  

 

The advertisement has background music which according to the literature is another carrier of 

meaning. In this advertisement, the background sound is an instrumental sound that involves 

no singing. Keeping with the theme of the advertisement which relies on emotional appeal, the 

instrumental is simple, warm, and a little sombre. This is instrumental in controlling the mood 
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of the advertisement and also ensuring that the viewer's mood aligns with that mood for the 

message of the advertisement to be effective. 

 

5.2 Ace maize meal: Expensive girlfriend 
 

The Ace maize meal advertisements tell the story of a guy dating an expensive girlfriend. The 

semiotics in this advertisement, include the social actors and translanguaging which are 

discussed in detail below. 

 

5.2.1 Interaction during dinner  
 

Figure 4.11 below, shows the actors sitting at the dinner table having their food. 

 

Figure 4.11: The interaction at the table 

 

According to Machin and Mayr (2012), in discourse people or social actors are part of the 

linguistic or visual semiotic resources that the advertiser can draw from to communicate their 

message. People or social actors in discourse are a semiotic resource that carries a symbolic 

meaning in which the inclusion of or exclusion of certain people is selectively and deliberately 

controlled to serve the interests of advertisers (Wong, 2019). “Like lexical and iconographical 
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choices in general, they can have the effect of connoting sets of ideas, values and sequences of 

activity that are not necessarily overtly articulated” (Machin and Mayr, 2012). Thus advertisers 

place certain people in discourse to highlight certain aspects they wish to draw attention to in 

their advertisements. 

  

The Ace Maize Meal advertisement uses social actors in the advertisements as a semiotic 

resource. The social actors in this advertisement are 3 young male adults in their twenties and 

two middle-aged women. Among the male actors, one of the male actors is dating an expensive 

girlfriend and he thinks that he needs a second job so that he can maintain his relationship with 

her. The producers of the advertisement know that this social actor is familiar to black South 

Africans and can be easily recognized by black communities. Thus the advertisement uses this 

social actor to get the attention of their targeted audience. Once they have the audience’s 

attention, the second participant is introduced, he is represented as a caring friend, who is 

concerned with his friend’s wellbeing. This participant asks his friend questions about his 

girlfriend, and pokes fun at him for dating an “expensive girlfriend”. The third participant, who 

is also a concerned friend assures the first participant that he has a good heart. The 

advertisement thus remediates these three social actors and their friendship to create the 

meaning that an Ace maize meal tastes like a mom’s love. This meaning is created when the 

2nd  and 3rd social in the advertisement transform and become middle-aged motherly figures as 

seen in Figure 4.12 below.  

 

 

 
Figure 4.12: Ace Maize meal porridge 
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Figure 4.13: Final product reveal of Ace Super Maize Meal 

 

5.2.2 Multilingualism as semiotic resource 
 

Lin and Wan (2016) propose that advertisements have widely adopted multilingualism as 

semiotic resources in marketing communication through the use of translanguaging (Lin and 

Wan, 2016). ). In South Africa, where the majority of the population is multilingual, 

translanguaging comes naturally to most South Africans. Individuals often transition from 

language to language with ease without even realising it, sometimes in mid-sentence (Heller, 

2010). Translanguaging is used by advertisers, in particular, its role in processes of 

mobilisation as a marketing strategy.  It is used as a means of calling into play specific forms 

of linguistic and cultural knowledge, forms which conventionally possess certain kinds of 

value. That value is linked to the extent to which those forms facilitate access to situations 

where other kinds of symbolic and material resources are distributed, resources which 

themselves have value based on the prevailing modes of organisation of social life in the 

community. Some resources have a concrete, functional basis to their value such as food, but 

most are related in more indirect ways to the methods people have of not only acquiring the 

basic things they need to survive but also acquiring various forms of power and solidarity. 

 

In the advertisement, there are 3 male actors (figure 1) having a conversation. 

 

Actor 1: Dankie, dankie (Afrikaans). {Thank you. Thank you} 

Actor 2: Exe, howz Palesa joe {Hey you, how’s Palesa} 
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Actor 1: Love is expensive bruh {brother} 

Actor 2: Hha! Ngik’tjelile mfana, lomntana lona she’s out of your league baba (Zulu and 

  English) {I told boy, that girl is out of league man. 

Actor 1: What I need is another job 

Actor 2: Hhela! (Zulu) {Hey you!} What you need is to walk way! The girl should love you for 

who you are, not what you have. 

Actor 3: You have a beautiful heart my boy. Here, have some more of i-Ace. 

[They laugh] 

Actor 2: Hhayi (Zulu) {No}, this guy. 

  

The actors in the advertisements are multilingual, they translanguage between 4 languages, 

English, Afrikaans, IsiZulu and Slang. Multilingualism is a norm among most black people in 

South Africa and most black people naturally translanguage between different languages when 

communicating without even noticing.  Thus in this advertisement multilingualism is a 

semiotic resource that signifies that the advertisement is targeted at black people who are from 

the townships. This is because the language practice of black South Africans from the 

Township is naturally multilingual and when speaking they always translanguage between 

different languages easily. 

 

5.3 White Star instant porridge: Relax Mamma, it’s White Star Instant! 
 

The advertisers use storytelling as a strategy to advertise the product. It tells the story of a 

mother-in-law-daughter-in-law relationship. The portrayal of the relationship of these two 

women conveys that although they may disagree on many things one thing that can bring them 

together is Ace. In the advertisement, the mother-in-law is shown judging and not being happy 

with how the doctor-in-law keeps her house and raises the grandchildren. However, the mother-

in-law gives her daughter-in-law approval when she hears that the maize instant porridge is 

Ace. Thus, communicating that the product is a clever choice because everyone agrees on it. 

  

5.3.1 Contemporary suburban living as a meaning-making resource 
 

The advertisement is set in a suburban area, both indoors and outdoors. The advertisement 

opens with an outdoor shot of the door area of a house. At the beginning of the advertisement, 
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the grandmother is shown at the door, outside the house where she rings a doorbell. Doorbells 

are only found in suburban areas, so this particular feature is used to show the setting where 

the advertisement is set. Suburban areas are stereotypically known as areas for upper-middle-

class people and above. In South Africa, black people who stay in suburban areas have high 

pay jobs and they live modern lifestyles. Most black people who stay in townships or villages 

aspire to get out of their townships or villages to live in suburban areas. Moving out of the 

township and going to stay in suburban areas is a symbol of success thus a lot of people aspire 

to it because of what it symbolises to stay there. Therefore this place setting is used to attract 

the attention of viewers who aspire to this lifestyle. 

 

5.3.2 Familial discourses: Daughter-in-law and mother-in-law dynamics 
 

The advertisement depicts a black woman in Figure 4.14, with a simple straight-back cornrow 

hairstyle, she is wearing an orange blouse, black pants, and flip-flops and dreading the arrival 

of her mother-in-law. 

 

 
Figure 4.14: Daughter-in-law 

 

Figure 4.14, shows the ring on the left hand. Her outfit, coupled with the ring on her finger 

represent her through identification as a modern wife (Machin and Mayr, 2012). This suggests 
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that she is represented through identification as who she is (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). 

Her representation as a modern wife and daughter in law connote that there are expectations of 

her from her mother-in-law that she has to meet which include impressing her mother- in-law 

to prove that she is a good daughter in law, mother to children and wife to her husband. 

 

The second participant is a black elderly woman depicted in Figure 4.15 below, wearing a head 

wrap, a blouse, and a long skirt, and looks significantly older than the first participant. 

 

 
Figure 4.15: Mother-in-law 

 

She is visually represented through personalisation and identification as a judgmental mother-

in-law to the first participant, as she makes facial expressions that show judgment throughout 

the advertisement (Machin and Mayr, 2012). The relationship between the mother-in-law and 
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the participant is not very good because the daughter-in-law does not live up to the mother-in-

law’s standards from the way she keeps her house to her cooking. The advertiser chose to 

portray the mother-in-law as a monster in-law to get the attention of their target market which 

is young modern makoti or young mothers. There is an ideology of mothers-in-law as 

overbearing. This means that they are highly critical and demanding of their daughters-in-law. 

They want to control and have high expectations of their daughters-in-law in terms of how they 

keep their house and raise their children. They are also judgmental if things are not done their 

way. The advertisers know that this ideology is familiar to most people and that it is the reality 

of some of them. The stereotypical representation of the mother-in-law in the advertisement 

legitimises the unfair treatment of daughters-in-laws by their mothers-in-laws (van Dijk, 1993). 

It makes it seem as if it is normal treatment and that it should be accepted as such. The 

advertised product is first represented in its package in Figure 4.16, picture 1 at 0:01 seconds. 

 

Figure 4.16: White star instant porridge featured in the advertisement 

 

It is shown from a long-distance shot, at a frontal horizontal angle, and at a high vertical angle 

(Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). The long shot distance shows a far distance between the 

viewer and the product, making the product appear far from the viewer. The frontal angle 

invites the viewer to be involved with the product allowing the viewer to see the package of 

the product properly (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). The high very shows that the product has 

more power making it seem more impressive to the viewer they are looking as if they are 

looking up to it. The product is positioned on the right which means that it is new. The woman’s 

arm is positioned on the left as the Given. The white outside of the cabinet and door create a 

frame around the product separating from the woman and the other setting components.  The 

product in its package which now appears to be opened is again represented at 0:36 seconds 
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from a very long shot angle, at a frontal horizontal angle, and an eye-level angle. Figure 4.17, 

shows the full view image of the product that is being advertised. 

 

 
Figure 4.17: Final product reveal of White Star Instant porridge 

 

In Figure 14.17, the image of the product in its package is positioned on the left, as the Given 

which means that the viewer is assumed to be familiar with the product (Kress and van 

Leeuwen, 2006). The texts “NEW WHITE STAR INSTANT PORRIDGE” and “THE 

CLEVER CHOICE” are positioned in the middle, overlapping the left and right as both the 

give and the New. This means that the viewer is assumed to know and it is also new information 

that the advertisers are presenting with the advertisement. In terms of salience, the word 

“NEW” is the most salient element in the image because of the red font colour which draws 

attention (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). This is a way for the producers of the advertisement 

to communicate that the product is new on the market and thus they are hoping that the product 

being new will draw attention. At the same time, the package of the product and the text next 

to it is foregrounded whilst the actor is out of focus in the brag ground. This tells the viewer to 

focus on the foregrounded elements as they contain information that the advertiser wants to 

communicate. 
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5.3.3 Tagline/ Slogan: The clever choice and voice-over 
 

The tagline of the product is “the clever choice”. The Oxford Dictionary defines clever as 

intelligent. According to (Meriam-webstar.com) the word “choice” suggests the opportunity or 

privilege of choosing freely or the chosen thing. It also implies that there are options and there 

is a power to choose that is specifically granted and guaranteed. Thus in this advertisement the 

word “choice” is used to give power to the consumer, implying that they have comer has 

multiple options of Instant porridge products to choose from in the market. However, when 

they choose to consume White Star instant porridge, they are making “the clever choice”. This 

also implies that the consumer chooses any other instant porridge advertisement, they are 

choosing the opposite of clever which is stupid and no one wants to make a stupid choice. This 

implied meaning of the tagline positions the White Instant porridge by competitive positioning 

or positioning concerning a competitor. At the same time, the tagline positions the product by 

the product user by implying that individuals who choose the White Star instant porridge are 

intelligent or clever (Aaker and Shansby, 1982). 

 

The White Star advertisement uses a female voiceover toward the end of the advert. The female 

voice-overs in the advertisement reiterate words that are already written on the screen next to 

the product “New White Star Instant Porridge. The clever choice.” Thus this voice-over is 

used to give the product information, it also stresses that this product is “new” and “instant” 

but it is still a clever choice because it is White Star. This corresponds with what the daughter-

in-law said to the mother-in-law “Relax mama, it’s instant but it’s White star.” This 

emphasises the brand slogan that says that White is “The clever choice.” Moreover, the use of 

a female voice-over in the advertisement suggests that it associates the product with women 

which could imply that women have authority when it comes to food choices. At the same 

time, the use of the female voice-over can be seen as perpetuating a stereotype that women 

know more about food choices while men do not. 

 

5.4 White Star Super Maize Meal 
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In this section, the semiotics and discourses employed in the White Star Super Maize Meal 

advertisement as well as the ideological meanings attached are discussed. The discussion 

includes the place setting, social actors, the background music among others. 

 

5.4.1 Diverse dining environments: From home to ‘restaurant elegant fine dining’  
 

The opening scenes of the advertisement depict three actors in three different locations or rather 

place settings in Figure 4.18. 

 

 
Figure 4.18: The place settings of the advertisement 

    

The advertisement makes use of different place settings showing different events and occasions 

where White Star maize is being consumed. The first setting shows maize being prepared at a 

home kitchen setting. The use of the home kitchen associates maize with the home creating the 

meaning that maize is an everyday staple eaten at home by the whole family, and this 

presentation reinforces the status quo about maize. The second setting is a fine-dining 

restaurant. This kind of setting shows that the participants are in a restaurant kitchen and in 

restaurant kitchens the chefs responsible for preparing the food are normally professional chefs 

who went to culinary school to study cooking so they prepare the best meals. Moreover, 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



 

102 
 

restaurants are associated with high-quality food, made with quality ingredients as compared 

to home environments. Thus presenting maize as a sophisticated staple eaten at fine dining 

restaurants. In this way, the advertisement is also challenging the existing status quo about 

maize as a home staple. The third opening shows a Shisanyama restaurant. Shisanyama 

restaurants are associated with everyday foods 

 

5.4.2 Embracing culinary delights: Social actors encountering maize pap in various 
events 
 

The first opening scene in Figure 4.19, picture 1 depicts a woman wearing casual clothes, an 

orange top with beads on her neck signifying that she is cooking for herself and her loved ones 

in a home kitchen setting. 

 

 
Figure 4.19: The woman cooking for her family 

 

The woman is represented generically and individualised as she appears alone in the frame 

(Machin and Mayr, 2012). She is also represented individually to show that she alone is the 

one who cooks the pap. She is shown involved in a behavioural process garnishing a big bowl 

of porridge, where she is the behaviour. She is shown in Figure 4.19, picture 2, from a medium 

shot distance, at a frontal angle and eye level angle (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). The 

woman is shown carrying the big bowl of porridge and takes it to her family dining area where 

they are all waiting to be served. Figure 4.19, picture 2 the woman is represented with her 

family through collectivization as they appear together as a family. The woman is shown 

serving the big bowl of porridge to her family sitting around a table having dinner together. 
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The process of serving is a material process, where the woman is the actor and the family is 

the beneficiary. These representations serve to show black women who are married with 

families use White Star maize meal to cook pap. At the same time, this representation of the 

woman disseminates ideologies of women as homemakers, responsible for cooking and serving 

their families. The second opening scene in Figure 4.19 below depicts a young black woman 

wearing a chef’s uniform in a restaurant kitchen setting.   

 

 
Figure 4.20: The professional Chef cooking at a restaurant 

 

The chef’s uniform coupled with the restaurant kitchen setting signifies that she is a 

professional chef and thus she is represented through functionalization in terms of what she 

does (Machin and Mayr, 2012). As a professional chef, the woman is presented as a trusted 

food expert, who is knowledgeable about good-tasting food, cooking, and nutrition. The 

advertisement uses this representation of a professional chef to draw on the ability of chefs to 

shape consumer eating habits, especially away from home to manipulate consumers into 

believing that White Star is trusted by chefs. This representation of the social actor serves the 

advertisement’s interest because of the connotation associated with chefs as professional cooks, 

viewers are made to believe that White Star Maize meal is a chef’s favourite and “the clever 

choice” because even chefs at restaurants use it to cook their pap. 

 

As she walks with the porridge, in the background, there are other social actors wearing chef 

uniforms as well at different cooking areas. In Figure 4.20, picture 2, the chef appears with the 

other chefs in the kitchen, here the social actors are collectivised and functionalized because 

they appear together and they are represented in terms of what they do as professional chefs. 

They are also backgrounded to show that they are present in the kitchen without drawing the 
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focus on them (Machin and Mayr, 2012). On the other hand, the chef carrying the big bowl of 

porridge is foregrounded to ensure that she draws the most attention from the viewers. Thus 

the young lady carrying the bowl of porridge is presented as a professional chef. She presents 

the bowl and gives the bowl of porridge to a man wearing formal wear, a white shirt, a black 

waistcoat, and a black tie. In the background, there are other actors also wearing chef uniforms. 

The third opening scene, in Figure 4.20, below depicts a young man with an afro wearing an 

apron in an outdoor setting. 

 

 
Figure 4.20: The cook at a Shisanyama 

 

The social actor represented in this opening scene is a young black, wearing a vest and an 

apron. This attire shows that he is a cook but not a professional cook. Thus he is functionalized 

as a self-taught cook at a Shisanyama (Machin and Mayr, 2012). He is represented through 

collectivism, with the other social actors behind him (Machin and Mayr, 2012). The young 

man is shown from a medium shot distance, at a frontal and eye-level angle. The actors in the 

opening scenes are represented from a medium shot distance (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). 

The use of the medium shot gets the viewer close enough to the represented participants to see 

that the actor is in an outside setting with other people in the background braaiing meat. It 

allows the viewer to be close enough to the actor to see the smirking smile on his face as he 

puts the garnish on top of the porridge. Figure 4.21 below shows the different events where 

White Star porridge is being served to show consumers that White Star is so versatile and that 

it can be served anywhere. 
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Figure 4.21: White Star porridge being served at different events 

 
 

Figure 4.21 Picture 1 a woman carrying a bowl of White star and a bride wearing a white 

wedding dress signifying that the porridge is being served at a white wedding. White weddings 

are associated with Western culture which is ideologically believed to be sophisticated as such 

the food served has to be as sophisticated. The advertisement draws on this ideological belief 

to create meaning that White Star porridge is as sophisticated as it is being served at a wedding. 

Figure 4.21, picture 4 shows a waiter serving a bowl of white Star porridge to consumers at a 

fine dining restaurant. Fine dining restaurants connote food of the highest quality, made with 

luxurious ingredients. Quality is key at fine dining restaurants, and chefs will seek out the best 

ingredients to make the perfect meal. The advertisement draws on this discourse to create 

meaning that White Star maize meal is of the highest quality because it is served at a fine dining 

restaurant. This portrayal delegitimizes the ideology of maize as a staple food for poor black 

people (van Dijk, 1993). At the same time, it shows the advertisement’s use of its access to 

discourse to manipulate consumers into believing that White Star maize meal is of the highest 

quality. Figure 4.22 shows different social actors at the different events (shown in Figure 4. 

22) eating and enjoying the White Star porridge. 
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Figure 4.22: People eating White Star porridge 

 

All these actors are represented by eating, which is a behavioural process where they are the 

behavers. Figure 4.22, picture 1 depicts a black man wearing a suit in the restaurant setting 

smiling and eating pap. The suit is used to represent him through identification as a 

sophisticated, disciplined and powerful man to create the impression that White Star porridge 

creates the meaning that White Star is eaten by sophisticated people who go to fancy fine-

dining restaurants. Figure 4.22, picture 2, shows a young black boy sitting at a table with his 

family smiling and eating his White Star porridge. He is represented through identification as 

a young boy to create the meaning that young boys enjoy white star porridge. Figure 4.22, 

Picture 3 shows an old black man eating and enjoying his White Star porridge.  Figure Picture 

4 shows a young man eating with his eyes closed, at a home setting eating and enjoying his 

White Star porridge. Picture 5 shows a young black woman with her eyes closed eating and 

enjoying her White Star porridge. Picture 6 shows a little girl black standing eating with her 

hands and enjoying White Star porridge. This depiction shows that even young children eat 

and enjoy White Star porridge. 
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All these social actors in Figure 4.22 are represented through identification as the advertisement 

presents them in terms of their gender, for instance, the social actors in the advertisement are 

both female and male (Machin and Mayr, 2012). They are identified using their ages, as the 

social actors in the advertisement include different age groups from young to old. Primarily, 

the social actors in the advertisement are identified in terms of their age, race, and gender. This 

representation of the social actors supports the ideology that maize meal is eaten by only black 

people of different ages and it becomes a point of identification for consumers’ staple food 

choices (van Dijk, 1993). Moreover, the social actors are all represented using a close shot 

frame, depicting the social actors’ shoulders and heads to show a close personal distance 

between the social actors and the viewers (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). The advertisement 

uses this angle to serve their interest to make the viewer feel like they have a relationship with 

social actors and that they can physically communicate to manipulate them into buying the 

product. The social actors are also shown at a horizontal frontal angle which shows 

involvement between the participants and the viewer manipulating the viewers into believing 

that they are involved with the participants. Lastly, they are represented at an eye level and 

vertical angles show equality which believes that they have as much power in their decision to 

consume or not to consume White Star maize as the social actors in the advertisement. The 

advertisements use the representation of these social actors to show consumers who the product 

is meant for. 

 

The porridge finishes before everyone has gotten a chance to dish up some for themselves. 

Figure 4.23 below shows the social actors' reactions when they find the bowls empty. 
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Figure 4.23: Reactions to discovering an empty bowl of White Star porridge 

 
Figure 4.23, picture 1 shows a cool trendy young man wearing shades at the Shisanyama 

reacting to the empty bowl. He is also identified because he is represented as what he is, and 

that is a cool trendy young black man. The young man is handed the bowl of porridge and he 

is excited and smiling because he will have White Star porridge. He then looks into the bowl 

to find that it is empty. His smile quickly turns into disappointment upon seeing the empty 

bowl. Figure 4.23 picture 2, shows a young coloured girl at the wedding, she is holding an 

empty bowl and looks disappointed to find that the porridge is finished. The girl is represented 

through identification in terms of what she is and that is a young coloured girl. This 

representation is used to allow viewers to identify with the social actor. Figure 4.23, picture 4 

shows a man at a family dinner holding an empty bowl and looking disappointed to find it 

empty. He is represented through identification in terms of what he is, an older black man. 

Figure 4.23, picture 4 shows a little girl standing in front of a table where there is an empty 

bowl looking disappointed to find it empty. She is also collectivised in terms of what she is, a 

little black girl. All the social actors in picture 4.23, are represented through identification in 

terms of their race, gender and age (Machin and Mayr, 2012). The social actors are shown 

using a medium shot to manipulate the viewer to feel like they are close to the social actors.  

 

The product is represented strategically in the advertisements as part of the story in Figure 4.24. 
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Figure 4.24: White Star featured throughout the advertisement 

 

In Figure 4.24, pictures 1 and 2, the product is represented on the left as the Given (Kress and 

van Leeuwen, 2006). This signifies that the viewers know the product and it is not new on the 

market. In picture 2, it is represented on the right as the New (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). 

In all three pictures in Figure 4.24, the pack of White Star maize meal is the least salient 

element as it appears small (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006) but the meal that has been prepared 

using the product and black social actors are made more salient to show their interaction with 

the actual ‘staple food’ made out of the maize product that is being advertised and that 

interaction signals behavioural processes that are habitual and the ideological socio-cultural 

and socio-economic discourses are also embedded in subtly promoting this product is staple 

meal for black families. This signifies that viewers should take note of the product without 

paying too much attention and questioning the meanings attached to it as it is legitimatised as 

part of these social actors’ everyday consumption choices and lifestyles.  

 

5.4.3  Tagline and background music of White Star 
 

Music is capable of creating meaning when used in conjunction with pictures and/or language 

(Scott, 1990). In this advertisement, the background music is a song with the lyrics “White Star 

super maize meal” on repeat. It is sort of a feel-good distinct happy song. In conjunction with 

the different scenes in the advertisement, the music ensures that the happy mood in the 

advertisement is transferred to the viewer thereby creating a positive association between 

White Star and being happy in the mind of the viewer. Figure 4.25, below presents the full 

view of the product where the music and the tagline are repeated. 
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Figure 4.25: Final product reveal of White Star super maize meal 

 

The product is placed on the left as  Given (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). This suggests that 

the product is not new and viewers are assumed to know White Star and be familiar with the 

product. However, the point that the advertiser is making is that the consumers must remember 

that this product is a better variety of the maize meal brand in South Africa. The text “SOUTH 

AFRICA’S FAVOURITE MAIZE MEAL” is positioned at the centre overlapping the left and 

the right thus representing it as both the Given and the New (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). 

This means that the selling point is simply to readvertise the product and compete with others 

whilst continuously influencing black South Africans to eat maize meal products as part of 

their staple foods. At the same, it is presented as new to suggest that this information has just 

been determined against all the maize meals in the market. The text is also placed at the top of 

the image representing the ideal (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). This means that the viewer 

is being sold the product based on the premise that it is South Africa’s favourite even though 

that is not completely true. The plate of food is placed at the bottom presenting it as real (Kress 

and van Leeuwen, 2006) which also has double meaning in the first is to show what it looks 

like but also to present it as a normalised staple food. The packet of the White Star maize meal 

in the text are the most salient elements in the shot, they are foregrounded against the stove and 

kitchen counter which have been blurred. This is to ensure that the viewer focuses on the 

product and the text next to it. The text is a bright red colour which makes it stand out even 

more. There is no framing so all the elements in the shot are presented as units and they are 

connected. 
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5.5 Iwisa TVC: Yange Mpela 
 

This section provides an analysis of the Iwisa TVC: Yange Mpela advertisement. It 

concentrates on different semiotics that were drawn upon to create meanings for the 

advertisement. These include the place setting at sports fields, spaza shops and at homes. Other 

semiotics are different black bodies as social actors in the interaction and slogan/tagline, 

voiceover and background sound. All these semiotics are discussed further in the following 

sections. 

 

5.5.1. Township-scapes and social actors’ interaction as the semiotics of Iwisa maize 
meal 
 

Similar to the Ace Instant porridge advertisement, the Iwisa advertisement opens with a scene 

of the place setting locating the advertisement in a Township shown in Figure 4.26 below. 

 

 
Figure 4.26: Playing Field 

 

The opening scene depicts an open soccer field with children playing. Sport and recreational 

infrastructure in a township are often a sign that the area is well developed. Well-developed 

Townships are occupied by middle-income earners. The sports field as a meaning-making 

resource is also set to depict, the physical activities that the social actors do and which would 

be a good starch staple food to keep them energetic. Similar to the Ace porridge advertisement 

above, the field setting in this advertisement brings visually portrayed material processes 
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(Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006) such as walking, running, biking, and playing soccer. The field 

therefore plays an important role in communicating the physical activities that black children 

as social actors  (Machin and Mayr, 2012) partake in and the justification of why eating Iwisa 

maize meal as a source of starch and also as a staple food is important as ‘it contributes to the 

overall health of growing children.’ In Figure 4.26, picture 2 Jabulani is shown riding his bike 

to the shop. He is riding outside the shop, the shop building is seen in good condition. Township 

residents generally use spaza shops as handy places to buy immediate consumption needs such 

as bread and milk or items that may run out. Because they are in the township where people 

stay, spaza shops save taxi money that residents would have spent to go to the shopping malls. 

This is the convenience that is provided by spaza shops and they fulfil a different need for the 

month’s shop. The place setting in this advertisement is used to position the Iwisa maize meal 

based on quality convenience. Regarding convenience, the advertiser conveys that one can 

easily get this product at their nearest Spaza shop. In this advertisement, the place setting 

showing the spaza shop is resemiotised to mean accessibility (Iedema, 2003). Since as a 

foodscape, the spaza shop shows the place where Iwisa maize meal can be bought. 

 

In Figure 4.27, picture 1 Jabulani appears with a group of other children playing soccer 

representing them through collectivism as sporty and athletic (Machin and Mayr, 2012). 

 

 
Figure 4.27: Jabulani 
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The depiction of the children playing together shows the sense of togetherness and the human 

spirit that a township provides as there is much more interaction amongst neighbours and the 

community in a township than in other areas. Childs get to play together, interact and learn 

from each other, they are more free to go outside and play.  Sporty children are often strong 

and healthy. Thus this representation is used to create the meaning that Jabulani is a strong and 

healthy boy. This scene is captured at a long distance, creating an invisible barrier between the 

viewer and the playground (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). An oblique angle is used to show 

detachment and that is the viewer is not part of that world, they are just looking in from outside 

(Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). A high angle is used to show that the viewer has power, 

making it seem like they are looking down on the playground (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). 

Jabulani is also linguistically represented through nomination informally at 0:01 when his 

mother calls out his name.  Figure 4.28 below represents Jabulani’s mother. 

 

 
Figure 4.28: Jabulani’s mother 

 

Jabulani’s mother is depicted standing outside and calling out to a group of boys the name 

“Jabulani”. Jabulani responds verbally saying “Ma?” This response from Jabulani linguistically 

represents her identification as a mother (Machin and Mayr, 2012). In Figure 4.28, picture 1 

she uses a hand gesture to tell Jabulani to come to her and she has a ring finger on her left hand. 

The ring on her finger further represents her through identification as a wife or married woman. 

The advertisement draws on gender role discourses to represent Jabulani’s mother in a manner 

that serves their interest. For instance, as a wife, this representation suggests that she is 

expected to serve her husband, and as a mother, it suggests that she has to take care of her 

children which both involve food preparation. The advertisement represents her as a wife and 

a mother to target and associate Iwisa maize meal with wives and mothers. 
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Towards the end of the advertisement, in Figure 4.28 picture 2, we are shown the whole family 

collectivised since they appear together. The family consists of 2 children, Jabulani and his 

little sister, and the parents, Jabulani’s mother and father. They are shown sitting down at their 

table for dinner while the mother is serving them, placing a pot of Iwisa porridge on the table. 

This representation of the family reflects a nuclear or traditional family discourse. This 

representation of the family privileges the traditional family structure presenting the mother as 

a primary caregiver through her gender role, while the father is backgrounded as he is shown 

with his back against the camera. As a result, other family structures that are not traditional are 

delegitimized in the advertisement (van Dijk, 1993). In so doing, the advertisement influences 

viewers' ideologies on family structures and gender roles within the family (van Dijk, 1993). 

Using the above representation the advertisement shows that the product is used by mothers 

and wives. Figure 4.29, below represents the shopkeeper. 

 

 
Figure 4.29: The shopkeeper 

 

The shopkeeper is represented through identification as a black elderly man. Within this 

context, this identifying him as an elderly person signifies knowledge and wisdom (Machin 

and Mayr, 2012). Drawing from ageist discourses, it is believed that elders possess wisdom 

and knowledge the youth can only hope to achieve after living a full life. The advertisement 

draws on this discourse to imply that the shopkeeper is knowledgeable and they associate Iwisa 

maize meal to suggest that it is the number one maize meal because even elders know it. The 
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man is also represented through functionalisation through what he does as a shopkeeper. This 

is realised in the advertisement through the behavioural process of selling Iwisa to Jabulani.  

 

 
Figure 4.30: Iwisa featured in the advertisement 

 

Figure 4.31 is the final presentation of the product towards the end of the product. 
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Figure 4.31: Final product reveal of Iwisa maize meal 
 

The image of the product itself is positioned on the left, this means that it is given and that 

viewers know this product. On the image of the product there is more information, at the top 

there is written text “Iwisa” and below it there a badge written “No 1 SUPER maize meal”. 

This top part is the ideal which is what the advertisers want the viewers to believe about this 

product (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). The product might not be the number one Maize meal 

but the advertisers are selling it as the best maize meal because they know that everyone wants 

the best of anything and number one is the best. At the bottom of the product, there is more 

written text which is made more salient by the use of big size and capitalisation, (Kress and 

van Leeuwen, 2006)  “SOURCE OF VITAMIN Bs” and “SOURCE OF SELENIUM”, there 

is also a text written “2.5 KG”. This information at the bottom is placed as the Real, whereas 

most information positioned under Real is about more information on the product or contact 

details on how to get the product. This positioning signals the product as what is there to stay 

and the portrayed traits are part of the product and are referenced as the Real but also ‘real 

product’ which means that this information is portrayed to carry the truth value that when you 

eat Iwisa you will get vitamin B and Selenium (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). Largely, this 

image of the product is positioned on the left to communicate that, is it given and know that 

Iwisa is the number 1 “SUPER maize meal product” and that it is a source of Vitamin B and 

Selenium. On the right of this preview, there is an image of a plate of food with Pap cooked 

using Iwisa and vegetables and meat. This information is positioned on the right means that 

this is new. The advertisers are thus suggesting that from the Iwisa maize meal, one can cook 

pap and have it with vegetables and meal which constitutes a healthy and filling meal. 

 

In terms of salience, the image of the product is the most salient element in the preview because 

it is the largest element, it is also foregrounded so it draws more attention and is more 

noticeable (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). The plate of food with pap on it is salient because 

it is foregrounded so it also draws attention. The least salient elements include the pot of pap 

in the background and the glass of water. These elements do not draw any attention because 

they are placed in the background and are blurred so the viewer can easily miss them but they 

are there to create context and make the image a bit realistic.  The image of the product being 

advertised (Iwisa maize meal) is the most salient element in the preview. It is foregrounded 

and is the largest element in the whole image. 
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5.5.2 Tagline/ Slogan and voice-over: Iwisa Number 1  
 

The tagline of the advertisement is Iwisa number one. Number one is a ranking position that 

indicates the place of a variable relative to another variable when they are compared. It is 

normally used in sports, politics, and search engines. For instance, in standard competition 

ranking, people or teams are given positions where number one is the first rank. Thus in a 

competitive context, when something is said to be number one it means that it ranks first and 

it is the best in a particular category. In this advertisement, the competition ranking of positions 

resemiotised to position of Iwisa maize meal. This means that relative to other maize meal 

products in the market, Iwisa is the best maize meal. The advertisement draws from the 

assumed knowledge of the ranking system of the viewer to make its tagline meaningful to the 

viewer. The advertisement uses this tagline to position the Iwisa maize meal against other 

maize meal products as number one. Aaker and Shansby (1982) call this competitive 

positioning or positioning concerning a competitor. The tagline is repeated multiple times, this 

is a strategy that is used in the advertisement to keep the product at the forefront of the viewer's 

mind. The tagline is uttered in 0:13 seconds by Jabulani when says “Iwisa number one” telling 

the shopkeeper the product he wants to buy. It is again displayed textually, from 0:28 to 0:35 

seconds on the package of the advertised product. By using repetition, the advertisement wants 

to ensure that when a viewer thinks of Iwisa, they immediately think number one, and that it is 

the best maize meal in comparison to other maize meals. 

 

The Iwisa advertisement also uses a female voice-over. The voiceover is added towards the 

end of the advertisement and articulates “There is only one Iwisa, the original”. The advertisers 

use this voice-over to reiterate the message of the advertisement. Again, the choice to use a 

female voice-over in this advertisement conveys the authority of women regarding food 

choices. This could also be said to maintain that women are experts when it comes to food 

choices at their homes. 

 

5.6 Kellogg’s Corn Flakes advertisement 
 

Kellogg's advertisement employs the following semiotics: place-setting, social actors, 

slogan/tagline, voice-over, and music which are discussed in detail below. 
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5.6.1. Kitchen and collective representation of social actors as a family 
 

The Kellogg’s Corn Flakes advertisement is set indoors in a kitchen area. Given that the kitchen 

is one of the most important spaces in a house where meals are prepared and many times 

cooked, the advertisers resemiotises (Iedema, 20023) the kitchen to position cornflakes as a 

breakfast meal which is easy to prepare and could be eaten by all members of a family. The 

participants are shown sitting around a kitchen table having cornflakes which are positioned as 

the breakfast meal for family members. However, the stereotypical gendered meanings of 

handling food in the kitchen are revealed as the kitchen is viewed as a place for women to 

prepare and cook meals for the family. In Figure, 4.32, the mother is seen serving the cornflakes 

and milk to the family members sitting around the table.  Corn flakes replace hot meals that 

take a long time to prepare and position corn flakes as an easy, and healthy replacement meal 

for breakfast. This kitchen set-up becomes a bonding area that ties the family together but also 

reveals gendered cooking roles which are made easy by serving cornflakes in this case the 

mother does not have to cook. Breakfast is an essential meal, making the kitchen the most 

important room in the home by default and the product in this case is well-placed as an 

essential, ‘healthy’ meal. Overall health and well-being start in the kitchen ‘with cornflakes’. 

The use of the kitchen as a place setting positions Kellogg’s cornflakes as a product for the 

entire family to enjoy thereby becoming an extension of a family’s essential food. 

 

In Figure 4.32, the social actors in this advertisement are represented through collectivism  

(Machin and Mayr 2012) as a family, the mother, the father, the son, the daughter, and the 

grandfather eating together. 
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Figure 4.32: The family 

 

The dominant ideology of a black family consists of a mother, a father, children and 

grandparents with the latter being among family members than at an old age home. 

Collectivism is used in this advertisement to homogenise social actors as a family by showing 

them sitting around a table and eating breakfast together (Machin and Mayr, 2012) but also as 

an ideal set-up for the cornflakes. Sitting, eating and conversing are behavioural visually 

depicted processes (Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996), that would be habitual in having cornflakes 

as the staple food for this family and could replace other healthy meals like sorghum or millet 

porridge that most Africans elsewhere eat as hot meals. In this case, the participants include 

the family as the behavers and the breakfast as the range. The use of these representational 

strategies allows the advertisers to show black people in South Africa as the targeted consumers 

for Kellogg’s Corn Flakes by manipulatively choosing relatable meaning-making resources for 

this group that would easily interpret as part of who they are or what they do in their everyday 

setting. Further, the family is depicted from a long shot, at a frontal horizontal and eye-level 

vertical angle. The long shot shows a far social distance between the family and the viewer 

(Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). This means that the viewer is invited to interact with the social 

actors who are creating an idealised family set up eating ‘healthy and easy to prepare meal-the 

cornflakes’ family in an impersonal manner where they become an active viewer and 

interpreter of these semiotics and aspire to be like them. The frontal eye-level horizontal angle 

(Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006) shows the viewer and the family have equal power in which 

the family becomes the source from which the viewer will effortlessly learn by 
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watching.  Figure 4.33 below shows the son, daughter and mother as they are interacting during 

breakfast. 

 

 
Figure 4.33: The interaction between the children 

 

In the advertisement, the mother is shown pouring milk for her son and her daughter shown in 

Figure 4.33, picture 3. The boy’s question is directed at the mother which signifies that she is 

the one who makes food choices for her family. In most households, mothers are a primary 

influence on their children’s diet and health. They are responsible for buying and deciding on 

groceries for the family, and they are also the ones who prepare the food. This is part of being 

a good mother and central to their identities. The boy is represented as a son and a little brother. 

While the mother is busy doing that, the son shown in Figure 34, picture 1 asks her a question 

“Mom, why do we eat Kellogg’s cornflakes every day?” In this scene, the son is individualised 

and depicted alone. This representation allows the viewer to see the young boy as a person who 

acts alone (Machin and Mayr, 2012). He is wearing a white school shirt which means that he 

is also a school child. He asks his mother a question about the breakfast they are having which 

signifies that he is inquisitive. The process of asking a question is a verbal process, where he 

is a sayer. He is depicted in Figure 34, picture 1 as he asks the question from a close-up distance, 

a frontal horizontal angle, and at an eye-level angle. The close-up angle shows that the viewer 

and the boy have a close personal distance. This shot is used to make the viewer like they are 

in front of the boy and that they share an intimate relationship and communicate physically. 

The horizontal frontal angle shows that the viewer is fully involved with the boy. The vertical 

eye level angle shows that the viewer and the boy have equal power (Kress and van Leeuwen, 

2006). The producers of the advertisement use this portrayal to show that children who start 

their day with Kellogg’s cornflakes are inquisitive. The girl in Figure 4.33, picture 2 is 

represented also wearing a school uniform signalling that she is a school child. She is the one 
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who answers the boy’s question which shows that she is intelligent. Answering the young boy’s 

question is a verbal process and it involves the girl as the sayer in the advertisement. She is 

individualised as she highlights that she answers the question on her own which serves the 

advertisement’s interest to represent her as intelligent.  The girl is shown from a close-up social 

distance, at a frontal horizontal angle, and a vertical eye level angle. The close-up shot shows 

a close personal distance between the viewer and the girl, which means that they have intimate 

relations with each other and communicate physically (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). The 

frontal horizontal invites the viewer to be fully involved with the girl as she answers his 

brother's question. Being fully involved in this instance means focusing on the girl fully, 

listening to what she is saying, and looking at her facial expressions which also ensures that 

viewers are paying more attention to her. The vertical eye-level view shows an equal power 

between the viewer and the girl (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). The producers of the 

advertisement use this portrayal to show that children who start their day with Kellogg’s corn 

are intelligent and have a lot of energy because of all the nutrients they get from the product. 

Figure 4.34 below shows the whole family as they listen to the daughter. 

 

 
Figure 4.34: The family’s reactions to the girl’s answer 
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Figure 4.34, picture 1 shows the boy eating Kellogg's cornflakes as he listens to his sister 

answer his question which was initially directed at his mother. His eyes are wide open to show 

that he is surprised that the sister can answer his question so well. He is shown from a close-

up distance, at a frontal horizontal angle and eye level vertical angle (Kress and van Leeuwen, 

2006). The close-up frame shows a close personal distance between the boy and the viewer, 

which is that they have an intimate relationship with each other and communicate physically. 

The frontal horizontal angle is used to invite the viewer to be fully involved with the boy, in 

this instance it means that the viewer is also invited to listen to the boy’s sister and pay close 

attention the same way that the boy is looking at his sister as she answers. (Kress and van 

Leeuwen, 2006) The eye-level vertical angle shows that the viewer and the participant have 

equal power. 

 

Figure 4.34, picture 2 shows the father and the grandfather’s reaction as they listen to the girl 

answer the boy’s question well. They are both looking at the girl and their facial expressions 

show that they are both pleasantly surprised and proud of the girl for answering the question 

so well. They are shown from a close-up shot, at a frontal horizontal angle, and an eye-level 

vertical angle (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). The close-up frame shows a close personal 

distance between the father and the grandfather and the viewer which means that they have an 

intimate relation with each other and communicate physically. The frontal horizontal angle 

invites the viewer to be fully involved with both the represented participants, in this instance 

this involves focusing on their focusing on the participants and engaging in what they are doing. 

This means that the viewer is invited to also listen attentively like the represented participants 

and share in their surprise and pride. The eye level shows that the viewer has equal power with 

both the father and the grandfather. 

 

Figure 4.34, picture 3 shows the mother smiling as she hears her daughter answer the question 

so well, that she is represented as a proud mother. She is shown from a close-up shot, at a 

frontal horizontal angle and eye level vertical angle (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). The close-

up shot shows a close personal social distance which means that the viewer and the mother 

have an intimate personal relationship with each other and communicate physically (Kress and 

van Leeuwen, 2006). The frontal horizontal invites the viewer to be fully involved with the 
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participant, this involves focusing on the mother as she is depicted and sharing in her 

sentiments of pride. The eye level vertical angle shows that the viewer and mother have equal 

power (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). 

 

The grandfather is shown in Figure 4.34, picture 4 offering the granddaughter his bowl of corn 

which suggests a generous and humorous old man. The father is shown wearing formal clothes, 

a shirt, and a tie suggesting that he is going to work after breakfast. He is represented as a 

member of the family. Thus his appearance in the advertisement portrays a nuclear family. 

Nuclear families are associated with financial stability and strong support for the children. 

 

Figure 4.35 captures the advertised product Kellogg’s Corn Flakes as it subtly features in 

different scenes throughout the advertisement using distinct representational strategies. 

 

 
Figure 4.35: Kellogg’s: Corn flakes featured in advertisement 

 

Figure 4.35 captures the advertised product Kellogg’s Corn Flakes as it subtly features in 

different scenes throughout the advertisement using distinct representational strategies. In 

Figure 36 pictures 1, 2, 3, and 4, the box of Kellogg’s Corn flakes is placed to the left to 

represent it as the New (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). This implies to the viewer that the 
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product is new and viewers. In all these pictures shown in Figure 36, the box of Kellogg’s 

cornflakes is the least salient element compared to the other elements in the pictures which 

suggests to the viewers to pay much attention to the box. For instance, in picture 4, the product 

is blurred out and out of focus to make it the least salient. This representation of the product 

allows the viewer to focus more on the story and what the actors are saying instead of the box 

of Kellogg’s Corn Flakes. 

 

Figure 4.36 shows the product being advertised, it is only revealed properly towards the end of 

the advertisement as a still image from 0:28 to 0:33 seconds. 

 
Figure 4.36: Final Product Reveal of Kellogg’s Corn flakes 

 

In the final product revealed in Figure 4.36, the box of Kellogg’s Corn Flakes is positioned on 

the left which in terms of information value means that it is the Given (Kress and van Leeuwen, 

2006). This signifies that Kellogg’s Corn flakes is presented to the viewers as a product that 

they already know and are familiar with because it is not new. The box of Kellogg’s is 

foregrounded in the image, it has bright colours and the font on the box is large which in terms 

of salience suggests that the viewer should pay the most attention to it (Kress and van Leeuwen, 

2006). The text, “Start every day the Kellogg’s Corn Flakes way” is positioned in the middle 

of the image overlapping between the left and the right which in terms of information value 

means that it is both the Given and the New (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). This signifies that 
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the viewer knows this information and it is also new information at the same time. The text is 

salient as it draws attention because it overlaps the box as if it is moving and because of the 

bright red font colour. The red colour also conveys a sense of luxury and exclusivity. 

 

5.6.2 Kellogg’s Tagline/ Slogan, voiceover and background sound 
 

The slogan of Kellogg’s Corn Flakes is “Start every day the Kellogg’s Corn Flakes way”. It 

draws on the common belief that how you start your day defines the rest of your day. In other 

words, this means that the way you start your morning sets the tone for the rest of your day.  In 

the advertisement, Kellogg’s Corn Flakes are advertised as a great source of vitamins and 

minerals, making a health claim that the product is a source of nutrients. As such, starting you 

say the Kellogg’s cornflakes way involves eating a healthy breakfast that gives you vitamins 

and minerals that you need throughout the day. Moreover, the use of this slogan reveals health 

discourses about food centred on the belief healthy eating equates to nutrient intake. By using 

this kind of message, the advertisement contributes to reinforcing a reductive nutrient-centred 

view on healthy eating obscuring the consumers’ understanding of healthy food and healthy 

eating. 

 

The cornflakes advertisement uses a male voiceover. The male voice-over answers the young 

boy’s question “Mom, why do we eat Kellogg’s Corn flakes every day?” that was directed to 

the mother. The question was however answered by the sister before the mother could answer 

“Ma GG told me ukuthi you need to eat a good breakfast because every day we use up so many 

vitamins and minerals, and the more you do during the day, the more vitamins you use up. Like 

when you’re learning at school you use up vitamins, when you’re studying you…” The male 

voice-over then comes on as the sister is still answering, and speaks over the sister as her voice 

fades in the background. The voice-over answers, “A bowl of Kellogg’s Corn flakes every 

morning helps replace some of the vitamins and minerals your family uses up every day.” The 

literal take from this is that the male voice-over is merely answering the young boy’s question 

to convey the message of the advertisement which informs viewers of the benefits of eating a 

bowl of Kellogg’s Corn Flake every day. However, the fact that the voice-over is saying the 

same thing that was already said by the sister before she got cut off is interesting as the voice-

over does not give any additional information about the product. The male voice-over is thus 

used in the advertisement to confirm information that is already given. This implies that the 
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male voiceover in this advertisement is an authoritative figure and reveals troubling gendered 

discourses that are negatively affecting the society where women are silenced. This portrayal 

therefore perpetuates a gender ideology that does not hear female voices. The male voice-over 

interrupts and speaks over a female voice and also repeats the information the sister conveyed. 

Historically, women have and are still experiencing their voices not being heard. 

 

In the Kellogg’s Corn Flakes advertisement background sound is used strategically from 0:06 

to 0:33 seconds only. This is when the sister is answering her brother’s question. The sound 

has no lyrics, it is an instrumental sound made from whistling sounds merging. It starts playing 

slowly at a low volume when the girl starts speaking and the pace and volume increase as the 

girl continues to speak and then stops playing when she stops speaking. The background sound 

in this advertisement is used to create suspense. When used in the advertisement when the girl 

is speaking, it intensifies the scene and makes the answer even more interesting. The use of the 

background ensures that the viewer will also have the same reaction as the other actors in the 

advertisement to the girl’s answer.      

 

5.7 Chapter summary 
 

The purpose of this chapter was to report on the findings for the first and second objectives of 

this study, (respectively) to identify the kind of semiotics and discourses that are used to label 

and sell the maize products and its meals in the advertisement in the South African context, 

and to investigate the kind of meanings that are attached to the different semiotics and 

discourses. Through the application of the conceptual framework (CMDA) outlined in Chapter 

2, the study identified semiotics such as place settings, social actors, storytelling, music, 

composition, voiceovers, and interactive representation within the selected advertisement that 

are all strategically used in advertisements to sell maize staple products. Through the strategic 

and diverse use of the different semiotics, advertisements describe the targeted consumers for 

their maize products, give information about the usability of the product, make health and 

nutritional claims about the product, and even the lifestyles that the products support. The study 

also demonstrated the ideological interpretations that can be derived from the semiotic 

resources employed in the advertisements. The next chapter presents the analysis of the study 

related to the interview data. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

YOUTH’S PERCEPTIONS OF MAIZE STAPLE PRODUCT AND THEIR 
DISCOURSES ON THE MARKET  
 

6.0 INTRODUCTION 
 

This chapter presents the analysis and discussion related to objectives three and four of the 

study, which state respectively, the youth’s perceptions of maize products as a staple food and 

their discourses on the market, and the kind of performed identities and ideologies found in 

these discourses and youth narratives on the consumption practices and staple food positioning 

in Africa. The analysis draws from ten text-stimulus interviews that were Cape Town youths. 

CDA is employed to decrypt the interview data as it is designed to draw attention to the 

relationship between language, power, and ideologies. Following Rahimi and Sahragard (2007) 

power relationships, ideologies, and identities are created and naturalised by the manipulative 

styles of language. Consequently, in this chapter the basic intentions of maize product 

discourses are presented, bringing forth awareness about power, social structure, and equality, 

and illuminating manipulation in these discourses. In line with the objectives of the study, the 

chapter presents the youth’s staple maize staple food choices, the influencing factors behind 

their choices, evaluations of the selected advertisements and the summary of the findings. The 

findings are below. 

 

6.1 Food choices 
 

Food choices include the daily selection of food concerning what to eat, how much to eat, what 

qualities the food has, or where the food comes from (Konya and Gergely, 2016). These choices 

are determined by foodscapes which limit or expand the food available in an area from which 

people can make food choices. Nowadays food consumption choices in societies are primarily 

shaped by the ongoing globalisation process, which manifests as easy access to products 

(Hanus, 2018). For instance, the increased presence and availability of diverse staple foods in 

the market other than maize, such as rice, bread, potatoes, and pasta show the impact of 

globalisation (Kriel, 2022). 
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In terms of the kind of maize products participants frequently consumed, all the participants 

revealed that they have a preferred maize product that they eat daily. These are some of the 

products the participants mentioned to frequently consume: 

 

Participant A : Mostly mealie meal, I eat it with Rama and sugar… 

Participant B : Maize meal… 

Participant D : I usually consume maize meal, when I cook porridge or cook pap. 

Participant F : That would be Maize meal… I cook it as pap… using water, boiling 

water. Then I mix everything till it is ready to eat. Then that's when I eat 

it. 

Participant J : On a daily, probably mealie meal. Yeah. Or like, you know, your pap 

and sometimes we use it for porridge. So it's mostly for breakfast and 

eat it for dinner. So almost on a daily. 

 

The common maize product consumed frequently among the participants interviewed was 

maize meal also known as mealie meal as some of the participants call it. The popularity of 

maize meal among the participants shows that despite the impact of globalisation on 

foodscapes, maize is still the staple food of choice for the majority of the South African 

population including the youths of Cape Town in question. Being cognizant of the colonial 

factors that played a huge role in the successful adoption of maize as a staple in Africa, 

including apartheid in the case of South Africa, the popularity of maize also shows how 

foodscapes are symbols of power articulated through food (Adema, 2007).  

 

In the same ways, when responding to the question of the kind of maize product they frequently 

consumed participants described the forms in which they consumed their maize meal, as 

evidenced in the following excerpt: 

 

Participant D : I usually consume maize meal. When I cook porridge or cook pap. 

Participant E : Ace. It's either soft pap or dry pap. 

Participant F : That would be the Maize meal… I cook it as pap… I cook it using 

water, like boiling water. Then I mix everything till it, and then ready to 

eat. Then that's when I eat it. 
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A maize meal is a type of coarse flour made from maize which can be made into different 

forms depending on how you prepare it. This shows their knowledge of the varied ways to 

cook maize meal which normally differs depending on where a person eats it and a person’s 

cultural background. Thus by describing the form of maize the participants consume, they are 

also signalling their cultural identities.  

 

Some of the participants even went as far as to specify the exact brand of maize meal that 

they consumed. For example, in the following excerpts, the participants name brands:  

 

Participant I : …White star… because I'm Xhosa, we use it for our African salad, 

which is called Mphokoco, and we mix it with sour milk and then we 

also use it to cook porridge and also use it to cook stiff pap. 

Participant E : Ace. It's either soft pap or dry pap. 

Participant G : White star. And also it was samp, it’s Jumbo…It's the same as… plain 

white samp. 

 

This shows the participants’ knowledge and the different brands of maize products that are 

available for them to choose from, as a result, they specify the brands they use as a way to 

identify themselves with the specific maize brands they consume. Consumers tend to favour 

certain brands over others based on various factors.  For instance, Participant I named White 

Star, a maize meal brand, and explained that they used it to make “African salad, which is 

called Mphokoco, and we mix it with sour milk and then we also use it to cook porridge and 

also use it to cook stiff pap, just pap.” This suggests that the participants perceive White Star 

because of its versatility regarding the kind of meals they can make with it. This could be due 

to product positioning as it is a way for advertisements to distinguish similar products and 

clarify which brand is the better choice. 

 

Participants also mentioned cereal, cornflakes, snacks, and chips as some of the maize products 

they frequently consumed.  For example, see the response below: 

 

Participant A : …And, cornflakes. 
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Participant B : …Cereal. I would have cereal sometimes that is made of maize… 

Snacks…Chips. That are made of maize… 

 

Overall, the youths’ maize consumption choices are evidence of the different kinds of maize 

products that are available on the market and that people frequently consume. The different 

kinds of maize products mentioned by the participants show legitimation of the versatility of 

maize products. In this way, the participants are  

 

6.2 Influencing factors on maize products consumptions 
 

Several factors influence people to choose certain kinds of food over others. One of the main 

factors affecting staple food choices is the availability of food sources, which tend to vary from 

place to place. Alongside the availability of food sources is globalisation which has profoundly 

impacted the food consumption patterns by presenting alternative staples in the market 

(Kennedy et al., 2003). Further, Lim et al. (2021) identified several other determinants for 

staple food choices, and these include healthiness, taste, familiarity, convenience, and price. 

Price is one of the most influential factors leading to staple food choices. In addition, country-

specific factors such as culture, beliefs, and religious traditions also influence staple 

consumption patterns. In this study, the influencing factors for the youth’s maize staple food 

choices include cultural and environmental factors and economic and satisfaction are presented 

in detail below. 

 

6.2.1 Cultural and environmental health factors 
 

Like many other choices, food choices do not happen in a vacuum, rather they are influenced 

by various factors and beliefs from cultural, traditional, historical, social, geographical 

location, heritage, religion, and economic status (Nestle, et al., 1998). In this regard, the 

participants were asked about the factors and beliefs that influenced their food choices. 

Accordingly, the interviews revealed the different factors and beliefs that influence their maize 

consumption choices. For instance, this is what they had to say: 

 

Participant A : …it's based on ... how I grew up. Cause… that's how my mom used 

to … do the whole breakfast thing first thing in the morning. You have 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



 

131 
 

corn flakes before school. So I think I adapted to that…Corn flakes…I 

just have it mostly when I… don't feel like having porridge, or… I’m 

tired of porridge. Cornflakes, as they advertise that are good for your 

health…. 

Participant C : I think it's the brand. I grew up with this notion that, Ace is the best 

for my family. So they usually buy Ace. 

Participant D : It's because I've always grown up, eating corn, when I was young. So 

my parents introduced me to corn and I have been consuming it since 

I was young. 

Participant B : Because of the notion that, my parents say it's the best maize meal and 

where we used to stay, it was a rural area, so it was the best actually. 

Participant F : I grew up eating it and it help us grow. That's what I know.  We 

taught it helps us grow and it's great for our stomachs. It's great, like 

to eat. It's healthy. 

Participant I : …we grew up eating it and I think the one thing that influenced me is 

because of everyone is using it… My parents were using it when they 

were younger and their parents also using it… And also some say it's 

good, especially the porridge for you to eat in the morning… 

 

Most of the participants who mentioned maize meal as a product they consumed frequently 

referred to the way they grew up as an influencing factor for the kinds of maize products they 

consumed. The participants’ maize consumption choices show that family is a major 

influencing factor which ironically all the advertisers as shown in Chapter 4 above draw their 

meanings on in influencing the consumers to continue buying maize and making remain a main 

source of starch for black people in South Africa and elsewhere in Africa where maize is 

heavily consumed. Specifically, they mentioned that their parents played an integral role in 

influencing the maize products they ate from a young age since the meals that were prepared 

by their parents. As a result, they became accustomed to maize being a part of their everyday 

diet so even as young adults who have more autonomy they still follow the trends of their 

parents in choosing the kind of maize products they consume frequently. Some mentioned that 

they were taught by their parents that maize meal is healthy, helps them grow, and that it is 

good for their stomach. This suggests that participants perceive maize meal as an essential 

food, defined by the Department of Agriculture as tax-free food because every household needs 

to have these food products in their households. Thereby, demonstrating that the Department 
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of Agriculture has the power to influence individual’s attitudes about staple foods and their 

food choices (Fairclough, 2001). Further, the responses show that culture has the power to 

dictate what people of a specific culture are supposed to eat (Fairclough, 2001). By eating what 

their cultures dictate for them, the youth is accepting the ideology that maize is their cultural 

food and reinforcing it thus accepting the status quo (van Dijk, 1993). 

 

Some participants who mentioned maize meal referred to their environment as an influencing 

factor citing the areas where they grew up. This is what they had to say: 

 

Participant E : Because… I grew up, in a society where these maize products were 

used. So it's firstly a social influence. Secondly, it's because I think, 

growing up I grew up in the Eastern Cape… we planted maize at 

home…when I see maize I kind of become interested… my family 

influence… because of my connection with maize as someone who 

grew up, participating in planting it. 

 

This indicates the participants’ awareness that different environments afford people certain 

kinds of foods. So they perceive the maize meal as an obvious food choice for people who 

grew up in the Eastern Cape or rural areas. This perception that maize is a staple for people 

who stay in rural areas demonstrates the power of foodscapes to influence people into believing 

that just because they stay in a particular area they are supposed to eat a specific food 

(Fairclough, 2001). Some participants referred to its convenience as an influencing factor citing 

how they find it easier to cook and how it cooks quickly compared to other maize options. The 

response is further evidence that geographical location plays a role in what people eat. 

 

6.2.2 Economic and satisfaction factors 
 

Economic factors comprise the price and it is one the most influential factors leading to staple 

food choices. Kennedy et al (2003) found that the price of maize was primarily maintained by 

subsidies to farmers in producing countries to keep the price at its lowest. Alongside the price, 

is satisfaction and it refers to the value of the staple and the price consumers have to pay for it. 

Participants also revealed that affordability influenced their food choices. They stated that they 

consumed the food that they afford in terms of price. In justification, they also mentioned that 

the maize product they consumed lasted for a longer period.  See responses below: 
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Participant G : … they usually last for almost like a month… In terms of not spending 

so much money on those products…. 

Participant H : I would say it's mostly cultural in terms of where I grew up … Cause 

that's what you mostly eat… My parents would always buy it. Mostly in 

terms of affordability that's what my family was mostly able to afford. 

 

This shows that the perception of the participants of maize products is that they are cheap. This 

perception in participants is conditioned by product positioning by price where very low prices 

are used to impact user’s perceptions of maize products as affordable. As Participant G explains 

they are influenced by “not spending so much money on those products” to consume maize 

products. Participant H also mentions in terms of affordability “that's what my family was 

mostly able to afford”. This perception of maize products as cheap is a result of price 

positioning which shows that pricing is important as it can influence the conceptual place a 

product takes in the target consumer’s mind. The price positioning indicates maize staple 

products are perceived as cheap in the minds of the consumers because they are low priced 

compared to other staple products. The low pricing of maize products suggests that maize 

products are intentionally positioned around aspects of being affordable to target people who 

cannot afford to get other types of staple food.  

 

At the same time, some participants referred to maize as being a convenient choice for them, 

stating that maize is easy to prepare compared to other food and that it fills them up quicker 

and for longer. See below: 

 

Participant J : … they fill you up easier… Especially for breakfast. You just get full 

long… And then, for dinner… I don't like cooking pap, but it's the 

easiest… it's also faster. And then just growing up with it, you're told 

it's good for you. I don't see it, but it's just growing up with that 

mentality. I don’t know, anything else outside that except for whatever 

else that you can buy. 

 

The participants’ responses show the importance of eating food that will satisfy their hunger. 

This also brings forth the common belief that some people have that they have not eaten unless 

they have had pap. This belief emerged as a result of the normalisation of maize-based meals. 
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Regarding the other kinds of maize products the participants mentioned such as cornflakes, 

they stated that the influencing factor behind eating those products was to alternate their maize 

meal occasionally. This is what they had to say: 

 

Participant A : …Corn flakes, I don't have them regularly. I just have it mostly when 

I don't feel like having porridge, or maybe I’m tired of porridge… as 

they advertise them, that they are good for your health. They are good 

to have in the morning and everything, like those kind factors. 

 

Ultimately, the responses from the participants show that they do not have strong perceptions 

or opinions when it comes to the kind of maize products they frequently consume. However, 

this is not because they do not care about the kind of maize products they consume, rather it is 

because “it’s what they know” so they accept it. In this way, the discourses of maize 

consumption get passed down from their parents to them. 

 

6.2.3 Selling discourses of maize products 
 

Understanding that discourse is how "ideology is understood, perpetuated, or challenged" is 

important (Leonardo, 2003:207). Thus, participants were asked about the kinds of selling 

discourses they encountered on the different maize products that they consumed frequently.  

These were the responses: 

 

Participant A : I mostly remember this other advert, there were children in the 

morning… before they go to school… they had corn flakes. Mostly it's 

breakfast adverts cause it's served during breakfast. 

Participant B : I see it on TV commercial… with the corn itself, most local people sell 

it. So you would see a lady, shouting, “Maize, I'm selling maize, maize 

meal”. So it's mainly commercial on TV, radio. 

Participant E : … On social media. And then you would see on the street. I just forgot 

what kind of advertisement they call that. 

Participant G : Most product are usually advertising on newspapers to us. We have 

local newspapers who usually have specials, products of shop variety. 

And then we have people who work from the stores, like from Shoprite, 
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from Boxer. Who usually go in the street giving people papers that got 

special in products of those products that are, in those specific shops. 

So usually, most of the time we see these product on newspapers, but I 

used to watch television… where they grant most …their advertisement 

there…they advertise products from stores, like Shoprite and Boxers, 

which are maize meals Samp and Rice… and other products is general. 

And also another thing, most of those products, like those advertised via 

newspapers are from local shop and also Spazas, they usually appear in 

those black townships. You don't like see them in the city… they are 

usually situated in the townships… 

 

The responses in the above excerpt reveal the different kinds of selling discourses on maize as 

a staple food as well as the kinds of mediums this discourse used to make sure that the 

discourses reach their target audiences. The participants talk about encountering different 

advertisements on maize such as TV, radio, and newspaper advertisements, and by referring to 

these discourses the participants are legitimating the use of the influence of advertisement as 

selling discourses and they are showing acceptance of the status quo. 

 

In the excerpt below, participants also revealed that the selling discourses they encounter on 

maize products are often centred around special or on-sale prices making them cheaper than 

other food products. This is what they had to say: 

 

Participant H : I would say mostly… that's what we mostly able afford and also what 

I mostly afford in terms of being a university student, the item that you're 

able to are sort of like are limited, especially when it comes to food and 

in terms of the advertising, the prices of the products are mostly the 

ones that are mostly affordable. 

Participant I : … The only promotional thing I can say about the product is it is 

cheaper and it is good to use. It's cheaper than the other products. And 

also it's good to use very quickly… when you're in a rush. 

Participant J : … just for example, they are always on special… I've noticed that they 

usually also come in hampers… because of how people use them on a 

daily basis, and then now it's literally cheaper compared to everything 

else. 
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The responses below show how the selling discourses on maize use lower prices to get people 

to buy maize staples. This is deliberately by producers to make consumers believe that maize 

is cheaper and that therefore they should be buying it because it makes financial sense. In the 

responses, the participants’ comments about maize being what they can afford, coming in 

hampers and being cheaper show that participants have accepted the status quo of maize being 

affordable since it is a cheaper staple. As a result, the ideology that consumers should eat maize 

because it is cheaper is maintained through its selling discourses. 

 

6.3 Foodscapes: A case of supermarkets, restaurants and homes. 
 

A simple and straightforward definition of a foodscape is suggested by “the actual sites where 

we find food” (Mikkelsen, 2011:210). Gysman (2021) names foodscapes as “the spaces in 

which food is bought and consumed, spoken about as well as engaged with in social identity-

making processes.” In the following excerpt, the participants identify several stores where they 

normally buy their maize.  

 

Participant B : We get the cereal and the maze meal and the snacks from Retail 

stores… And then the maze itself, I will get it from a few places that sell 

it, it's rare, but if I need it, I'll manage to get it. But the others, I kinds 

from retail stores. 

Participant C : I usually go to food lovers. 

Participant D : I usually buy from Spar or Pick ’n Pay. 

Participant E : I buy it at Shoprite… Checker… even Woolworth, like everywhere. 

Participant G : …Phillip Mall and also Kule… they are the most nearest ones that sell 

those products in lower price that we can afford… they always got on 

sale and special. And also we have a shop that is called Gold located 

around Philippi… that particular store is specializing with everything, 

they always have specials and also they are the most cheapest one that 

everyone can afford… 

Participant H : …It's usually at a shop at the mall. And also shops that are close by, 

like Spar and also to mostly to places can easily go to… 

Participant I : Checkers, Pick ‘n Pay, yeah, Supermarkets. 
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Participant J : Usually I buy them at Spar. Or Shoprite, Checkers, everywhere. It's 

available everywhere. 

In terms of the foodscapes where the participants buy their maize products, the data showed 

that Cape Town had a variety of physical spaces that offer maize products. The foodscapes 

highlight that foodscapes in Cape Town make it easy for individuals to get maize products. 

Supermarkets are easy to access in Cape Town they can get maize products easily. Participants 

purchase their maize products from close supermarkets that sell all kinds of food. Some of the 

supermarkets are located within walking distance from the participants’ homes and some are 

located at a mall which participants can easily get to using local taxis. 

 

Literature shows that one of the factors that often influence an individual’s food choices is the 

context of the situation (Sobal and Bisogni, 2009). The aspect of the situation in which food is 

made including the location, social, time, or other activities also influences the choices. All of 

these situational considerations are incorporated into food and eating decision-making, making 

it a contextualised process. Departing from this perspective, the youths’ food choices at 

restaurants were examined. Unlike the home context, the restaurant context is associated with 

a particular kind of identity and specific restaurant etiquette. Generally, people make different 

food choices based on when, with whom, and why they eat, they eat different food when eating 

alone and when eating with family or with friends. When the participants were asked if they 

order maize products when they go eat at restaurants, the youth’s responses showed that 

although they frequently consumed maize products at home because of family influences, when 

it came to the restaurant settings the answers were based on personal preferences. 

  

In terms of accessibility of maize as an everyday staple food, the participants revealed that they 

do not order maize-based meals at restaurants because they eat maize-based meals every day 

at their homes, so when they go to a restaurant they prefer to order food they would not 

normally eat at home. These were some of the responses: 

 

Participant A : ... I can't really say I'm going out then order the porridge, the same 

thing that I can easily make it home. So I'd obviously go for a different 

dish…. 

Participant B : I won't lie… I would probably not buy it because as I said maize is 

something I associate with on a daily basis… because I can have it at 

home. 
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The responses above show that the participants are accepting the status quo that makes maize 

easily accessible and has positioned maize products as an everyday home staple. As an 

everyday staple, maize is easily accessible to the participants. There is the legitimisation  

(Fairclough, 1992) of the ideology of maize as a staple at home. The responses show the 

participant’s acceptance of this ideology, and that this ideology is being maintained and 

reinforced by the participants.  

 

In terms of food preparation practices and taste perceptions, the participants revealed that they 

do not order maize-based meals when they eat out at restaurants because they prefer their maize 

to be cooked in a specific way and they did not trust that restaurants could prepare it in that 

way. The way food is cooked or prepared is an important aspect of food consumption because 

it can affect the taste which impacts food choices. In the following excerpts, participants’ 

responses highlight the huge role played by food preparation practices and taste in individual 

food choices: 

 

Participant A : No, Firstly, I prefer food that I cooked myself or someone I know 

cooked it… 

Participant D : No. Because I have a specific way of how I like to have my maize 

meal than the way that they would prepare it at the restaurant. 

Participant E : No, I wouldn't. Because I believe it's better if I'm the one who cooked 

it, it tastes better than the ones that other people make. 

 

The participants’ reference to the cooking practices of maize and the specific ways they prefer 

their maize is proof of the variability of maize. At the same time, they are acknowledging that 

there are different ways to prepare maize and that these differences are so specific to an extent 

whereby they can completely change the way it tastes and its palatability. Since maize is an 

everyday staple, participants have perceptions of how it should be cooked which determines 

the way it tastes. This suggests that although maize is a common staple among the participants, 

taste perceptions play a huge role in maize consumption choices. Some tastes we develop as 

children seem to stay with us, but others change over time” (Finn, 2017). This suggests that 

taste perceptions are “both deeply personal and profoundly socially, rooted in our physiology 

but also shaped by culture and experience” (Finn, 2017). It further shows the powerful nature 
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of culture to influence individuals’ food preferences and the role it plays in reinforcing food 

practices. 

 

6.4 Constructing desirable class identities through maize consumption 
 

The responses also show that eating at restaurants is a way of constructing and performing their 

desirable social class or social status identities which distinguish them from those who cannot 

afford to eat in restaurants. In these restaurants, the participants choose not to order maize-

based meals. The participants recognise that ordering a maize-based meal at a restaurant does 

not communicate their desirable social class identity, so instead they opt for other meals. This 

shows that they perceive maize-based meals to be low in status in comparison to the other 

options that restaurants offer. The symbolic meanings participants associate with maize 

products are also revealed against alternative options offered at restaurants. These associations 

highlight how participants use their food choices to perform desirable class identities and 

communicate those aspirational identities to the people around them (Finn, 2017). In the 

following excerpts, participants, albeit in different ways, explain the kind of identities they 

associate with maize and how they construct their desired social class identities by not ordering 

maize-based meals: 

 

Participant G : No…We don't usually order that stuff. You know what, it's our stigma. 

It's our way of thinking that we want to aspire to that lifestyle when we 

are there at those famous restaurants. We wanna order those things so 

that people around us can see us. Imagine if you can order a pap at the 

waterfront, people look at you. But when white person, like people from 

that top class, can order that thing. They'll say this person wants to try 

something. But if you can order pap, some people will have like, 

different perspective about you. On a daily basis something like almost 

every day. It's something that we are used to. So when we are in those 

restaurants, we look for something else, something interesting. 

Something that we are not used to. Something that we never attained… 

Maybe like sushi because we can't cook those things… So when we get 

there we focus on something else, not pap. I don't wanna lie. I've never 

bought a pap in a restaurant or somewhere where they sell fancy food… 
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Participant G said that they do not order maize-based meals at restaurants because it does not 

align with how they want other people at the restaurant to perceive them. Participant G’s 

response suggests that maize-based products do have the same status as other types of food 

such as “sushi”. Traditionally, food choice has been examined as a marker of distinction and 

as a symbolic means of formulating membership of specific social groups (Nestle, et al., 1998). 

In line with this view, Participant G uses their food choice as part of their identity performance 

to associate themselves with “people from that top class”. The participant further explains that 

they “aspire to that lifestyle” and for that reason, they do not order maize-based meals at 

restaurants. 

 

Participant J said whether they order maize-based meals at a restaurant or not depends on the 

type of restaurant. The participant said if they are at a Shisanyama they order pap. A 

Shisanyama is a restaurant that sells braaied meat and they are normally found in Townships. 

However, if they are at a posh restaurant they do not order maize-based meals because eating 

pap wouldn't be ideal at a “posh restaurant”. 

 

Participant J : It depends on the kind of restaurant I go to. If I go to your Shisanyama 

for example, then I would definitely order pap. Same also for your 

traditional food, it goes well with that. And it just takes you home 

mentally. If I feel like going to your posh restaurants, eating pap 

wouldn't be ideal because of how you were used to eating… I mean, you 

can't wearing your lashes and your makeup and your weave and you out 

there eating with your hands. So those kind of restaurants… they have 

some sort of standard where you eat the food with like your fork and 

your knife and your spoon. And that's not what I'm used to when you're 

eating pap or any other maize product. 

 

The participant’s response shows that people are confronted with a complex diversity of food 

choices and as a consequence, self-identity can also be determined by their food practices. 

Moreover, for the participants when they go to restaurants they have to maintain certain 

identities, but when they are at home around family they eat maize because that is what 

everyone is eating which is a way to indicate that they belong to the family indicating group 

identity. However in a social context like a restaurant, where there are many people present 
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they change their food choices to match the restaurant setting. Because they want to seem like 

they belong to a certain group class that is sophisticated. 

  

Contrary to the other participants,  Participant I said that they do order pap at a restaurant if 

they have it on the menu. The participant explained that they do so because they are not shy 

and that it is not taboo to eat pap. See the responses below: 

 

Participant I : Yes, definitely. I would order sausage or pop because I'm not shy 

from ordering what I always eat, and if they do have it, then why not 

eat it, because it's what I know, it's what I grew up eating, and it's not 

taboo… 

Participant E : Yes… cause maize meal, actually Maize meal makes us full. 

 

Unlike the other participants who try to disassociate themselves from maize and its social 

meanings because they deem maize to be unappealing in a restaurant setting, Participant 1 uses 

maize to maintain their identity. Participant I’s response shows that the participants 

acknowledge that there are negative associations to eating pap at restaurants. However, unlike 

the other participants who perceive eating pap at a restaurant as negative, because they do not 

want to be labelled as less classy, the participant said she ordered pap at a restaurant. She 

explains that she orders pap because it is what she grew up eating, which shows that while most 

of the participants think of pap as being less classy and try to dissociate with it, the participant 

does not mind being associated with pap. 

 

6.5 Youth’s evaluations on selected advertisements of maize meal products 
 

Advertisements are a principal source of information about food for many. In addition, 

advertisements are the tools used to “inform and persuade” a selected market (Bolen, 1948). 

Research documenting coverage of an issue and consumer response (i.e., decreased 

consumption or increased sales) has demonstrated the powerful influence of advertising in our 

society (Nestle, et al., 1998). Hence different tools or semiotics are used to communicate to 

consumers about a particular product. 

 

6.5.1 Participants’ evaluation of the Ace advertisement 
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One of the ways of getting consumers to engage with an advertisement is by using attractive 

tools that stand out to the target audience. In response to the Ace Instant porridge 

advertisement, one of the tools that stood out for the participants was the use of storytelling in 

the advertisement because they could be related to the story. The following excerpts afford the 

participants’ responses concerning the use of storytelling within the advertisement: 

 

Participant H : I would say like in terms of storytelling. It's because mostly in terms 

our parents having to work hard to put us through school and also how 

you as child get you get challenged like in schools… the way they use 

the child too cause even me as a child I would connect with this, I can 

sort of relate to the child, cause I also went through that in school. I was 

also the smallest child in school… And then as much as I tried to study 

to do well, I would face challenges as a child, as you saw, as the child 

was getting bullied and stuff like that. So I can also relate to that and 

also as raised by a single mother and also her having to raise me and 

also be able to work was also like sort of a challenge for her. 

 

Participant G : First of all, the most interesting part to me is that there is a child who 

is going to school. He’s still in primary school which I relate to. I 

remember when I was young like that boy I used to like something we 

call tutu. Tutu is something which is made by maize meal… Eastern 

porridge… Usually my mother used to make that every morning when I 

was a child before I go to school. I remember eating it… I remember 

eating porridge every day… I always go to school in my stomach full 

and last, the whole day.  So I relate, I might say, to this short video… 

 

The participants found the story of the young boy to be similar to their childhoods and the way 

they grew up as children. To show how they relate to the story in the advertisement, they 

describe how they grew up and some of the challenges that they had to face as children raised 

by single parents. In relating to the story, the participants identify with the actor through shared 

experience and establish meaningful connections between the identities shown in the 

advertisement and their own identities. Through storytelling, the advertisement was able to get 

the participants to engage with it. The participants’ responses show that the advertisement was 

able to manipulate them emotionally using the story they could relate to.  
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Advertisement is the mechanism that turns food narratives into persuasive tools. The 

advertisers intentionally used this particular story because it is the reality for most South 

Africans in the townships, children are being raised by single mothers who work.  Through 

retelling their own childhood stories, the participants relate with the young boy and identify 

themselves as him in advertisements. The story demonstrates the challenges that are faced by 

children in townships, such as the long-distance one has to travel to get to school, getting 

bullied by bigger children at school, your parents not being home most of the time because 

they leave early morning work and only come late in the evening when after dark. For most 

township children this is a shared experience thus the story is used as a tool in the advertisement 

to manipulate the participants to engage with the advertisement. 

 

By relating their own very similar stories and identifying with the young boy in the 

advertisement as characterising their childhood selves the participants reveal an ideology 

within the advertisement.  They legitimise the resilient township child discourse as shown in 

the advertisement. At the same time, by identifying with the young boy’s story in the 

advertisement, the participants accept the story as representing their childhoods, which 

legitimises the ideology of township children being resilient from a young age because of their 

hardships. This shows the advertiser’s use of power to reproduce this ideology, the 

advertisement normalises that township discourse of childhood in the township as a norm. 

Since the participants legitimise this discourse it is therefore deemed as normal for children to 

grow up as depicted in the advertisement. As suggested by Van Dijk (1993), ideologies are 

particular ways of representing and constructing a society that reproduces distributed power 

relations. 

 

For some participants, the emotional appeal of the story in the advertisement stood out. See 

excerpt below: 

 

Participant B :  It's very emotional... Cause first of all, he doesn't get a chance to see 

his mother in the morning and the evening… during the week. I'm not 

sure about the weekends, but then it's very emotional. 

 

The story had a strong emotional impact on the participants and caused them to have empathy 

towards the young boy. The excerpt above shows the participant being concerned about the 
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young boy not getting a chance to see his mother, the participant situates themselves in the 

young boy’s position and imagines how they would feel if a child could not see their mother. 

The advertisement uses this story with a strong emotional impact on the participants to 

emotionally manipulate and influence the participants to engage with the advertisement. 

 

Similarly, for Participant C, the most attractive tool was the message on the note, as it appealed 

to them emotionally. This is what the participant had to say: 

 

Participant C : The message that he leaves for his mother…Cause it shows that like 

he loves his mother and the mother in a way that as much as she leaves 

early in the morning to make sure that he has breakfast. 

 

The participant is manipulated emotionally through the use of the message on the note which 

encourages them to associate the product with the love between mother and child. By creating 

this association the advertisement establishes a connection with the participant through its 

depiction of a mother’s love. The participant’s response shows an understanding and 

acceptance of the intertextual message of the advertisement that links a mother’s love to 

providing food. At the same time, the participant’s response reveals that the intertextual 

message in the advertisement communicates a certain ideology of a mother’s love that 

characterises the participant’s understanding of a mother’s love. So the advertisement uses this 

ideology to tell the participant that a mother’s love can be purchased by buying the Ace Instant 

product. On a different note, participant J was attracted by seeing the young boy being able to 

make his porridge: 

    

Participant J : I think what stood out for me was… the whole, idea of the child being 

able to make what his mother made for him. 

 

The advertisements make use of convenience discourses in terms of time-saving or time-

buying. These convenience discourses are used to show consumers that the maize products 

being advertised can save consumers time and energy by minimising “preparation, cooking 

and cleaning-up time’’ (De Boer et al., 2004:156). The response indicates that the participant 

was impressed by the product being instant and seeing the child being able to prepare it for 

their mom showed the participant just how easy it is to prepare the product for eating. 
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The participants indicated that the tools used in the advertisement were effective in 

communicating the qualities of the product. 

 

Participant E : They are effective in a way that they show the excitement that the child 

has from school to going back home… It really just reminds me of how 

excited I would get when school knocks out and I'm going to get home 

and I'm gonna eat food prepared by my mom or something. 

 

The advertisement’s portrayal of the mother being responsible for making the child's food 

brings up age-old discourses of women belonging in the kitchen. The advertisement shows the 

mother being the one responsible for feeding her child, and the participants' response shows 

that the participants believe that it is the role of the mother to feed their child. At the same time, 

the participant's comment that they are “gonna eat food prepared by my mom” is evidence of 

the participant accepting and reinforcing the ideological assumption about gender roles for 

mothers. In this way, the discourse in the advertisement does not only reflect the role of mothers 

but also contributes to the production and reproduction of this role by portraying the actor in 

that role (Machin and Mayr, 2012). 

 

Participant J found the advertisement to be effective because it showed that the product is 

instant and faster to make. 

  

Participant J : Yes, I think they do because I see that they are advertising Ace Instant 

porridge. So, throughout the whole advertisement, they are basically 

trying to show us that it is instant. So, it's faster to make because now, 

the mother probably has to leave early for work… so they can just leave 

the breakfast for the child. So now the whole advertisement is trying to 

show us that one bowl of porridge can literally make the child go 

through the whole day energised and everything. Just by eating that one 

bowl and keep him going the whole entire day. So it just shows us that 

it's a source of energy as well. And it's good for nutrition cause the 

child is also able to make the same bowl of porridge for their mother for 

after work when she comes back. 
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The participant response indicates that the advertisement relied on the actors’ actions to show 

the qualities of the product. The participant thought the tools were effective in communicating 

the qualities of the product. The participants share that they can see that the product is instant 

as they are shown a young boy preparing it for them. The participants also comment that the 

tools used effectively show the qualities of the product are communicated by the advertisement 

through the actors’ actions. The advertisement relies on the actor’s actions. The picture of the 

young boy preparing the instant porridge for himself shows the participant that the product is 

instant and easy to make. 

 

On a different note, when asked if the tools in the advertisement were used effectively, 

participant H said yes and no and explained: 

 

Participant H : I'll say yes and no…  I'll say yes cause as a child you, for example 

before you get up in the morning, before you go to school you'll eat it 

as shown there… in the morning… before you go to school, you'll 

always take porridge in the morning… the message is communicated 

properly…because it shows that it's porridge you eat it in the morning 

before you go to school… 

 

The participant believed that the tools are effective because they show that instant porridge can 

give you energy and keep you fuller for the whole day by showing the boy eating it in the 

morning before leaving school and getting through without eating anything else. This depiction 

brings up the discourse of eating patterns for school children in the township where most of 

them only eat porridge in the morning before leaving for school and eating after school when 

they get back from school. The participants accept this discourse as the norm. 

 

The participant found the advertisement used the tool effectively, pointing out that at the end 

the advertisement sends a call for action for the mother. See the excerpt below: 

 

Participant A : Yeah. They are effective actually. Cause like it shows that … calling 

out for mothers to say for my child to love me actually to show a 

mother's love and everything, I can do this… And also the child when 

he's like having breakfast he smiles, which shows that he’s happy that 

“I'm having this”… 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



 

147 
 

 

For participant A, the advertisement is effective because it shows mothers that they can buy 

the product for their children to show them love. The participant’s comments show that they 

are accepting the ideology that mothers can have to be physically present for their children if 

they give their children Ace instant porridge. The participant is legitimating that belief and is 

accepting the status quo of parents showing their children love through food. 

 

Participants commented that the tools in the advertisement were used in a good way. They 

referred to the way emotional appeal the advertisement established with them through 

storytelling.  

 

Participant J : I was just thinking about it now. See, in the whole advertisement, I feel 

like they used more of emotions…they used a lot more emotion behind 

the whole product. They made us the audience, sorry. They made us the 

audience literally emotionally attached to the advertisement because 

it's so relatable in a way.  So it was very daring. 

Participant E : They establish an emotional connection with the viewer. They are 

very relatable. I think they've done a good job in acting… 

 

This shows that although the tools are used to emotionally manipulate them, the participants 

do not see it as manipulative. Rather, than seeing the emotional manipulation in the 

advertisements the participants see a relatable story and they feel empathetic towards the young 

boy. This further shows that the advertisements have power over the viewers and they 

manipulate viewers to buy their products through emotional manipulation. 

 

Participant H : Uh, okay. I would say the advertisement, or the tools that they use were 

actually pretty good… the use of the child in terms of like storytelling 

how they get through the day … as a black child, I also related that 

advertisement… 

 

On the effectiveness of tools used in the advertisement, Participant H comments that “as a 

black child, I also relate to that advertisement” show that they have been manipulated by the 

advertisement into believing that Iwisa Instant porridge is a staple for black people (van Dijk, 
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1993). As a result, Participant H accepts and supports the ideology that maize is staple for black 

people. 

 

Participants indicated that they would buy the product after seeing the advertisement because 

the advertisement shows them that it is instant which means convince for them. These were 

their responses: 

 

Participant J : I would firstly because I do like faster things. I don't like waiting. I'm 

not patient. So I would buy it… like I said in the previous questions that 

when it has to do with porridge, it just takes you home. And 

considering that I am not at home Yeah, definitely for that home feel. 

Participant H : I would buy the product, yes, because I'm also still a student, also 

going through school. And also I would use the product cause it's less 

time consuming, making the product… since it's a natural product even 

though it's a process product… it does have mineral benefits… I’d buy 

product. 

 

The participants refer to their identity as students who have busy lives as a motivating factor 

for buying the product. The participants relate their student identities to the actor’s identity, to 

say that like the young boy they live busy lives. They seem to need this product because of 

their busy lives as students. The excerpt above shows that the participants were manipulated 

by the advertisement into believing that they need an instant porridge to save themselves time 

because they are busy (van Dijk, 1993). Thereby the participants support discourses that 

preparing food is time consuming.  This shows how advertisements as institutions have power 

to dictate roles, and the participants accept these roles because they see the advertisements as 

a legitimate institution. 

 

  

6.5.2 Participants’ evaluation of the Iwisa advertisement 
  

Participant B found the slogan/tagline to be the most attractive tool. The tagline is repeated 

several times in the advertisement by the actors and by the voice over at the end of the 

advertisement. This indicates that the producers’ of the advertisement repeated the tagline in 
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the advertisement several times to make sure that viewers remember it and also manipulate 

them into believing that their product is the best. 

 

Participant B : The part whereby they say it's the number one and the original one, 

because it makes it different from other adverts, meaning that when 

someone says I wanna buy something, they are probably gonna go for 

the first choice, like the one that tops. 

 

This shows that the positioning strategy that is product positioning by competitors employed 

by the brand manipulates the participant to think that the product being advertised is the best 

in the market works (van Dijk, 1993). The participants' understanding that the tagline “Iwisa 

No. 1” means “the best” shows their understanding of the intertextual message and of the shared 

ideology associated with number 1. 

 

The repetitive use of the slogan or tagline of the product within the advertisement is evidence 

of the advertiser’s attempt at contending the number one spot in the minds of consumers. It 

also shows that the product is not number one yet and is proof that the number 1 is contentious. 

It can be seen from the participant’s response that the participant believes that the product is 

indeed number 1 as they acknowledge that they would want to buy the “first choice” that 

“tops” all the other similar brands. This acknowledgement by the participant suggests a strong 

connection with the product positioning strategy which at the same time reveals the power 

relations where the beliefs (or claims) about the product in the advertisement are a discourse 

that conveys a certain way of thinking about the product. Thus the participant is legitimising 

the product’s claim that it is number one by adding that the claim stood out for them and that 

they would buy the product because they want the “first choice” as well.  

 

Participant J : I think the young boy. The young boy actually knowing and trusting 

the man that they also know what they are talking about...I think that 

stood out the most. Everyone is just excited for one thing 

 

The participants indicated that the tools that they found attractive were the ones that they could 

relate to their real-life experiences. Like with the Ace Instant porridge advertisement, the tool 

that stood out in the advertisement for the participants was the story because they found it 

relatable. Using a relatable story as a tool for advertisement to attract the attention of the 
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consumers and get them on board with the action happening within the narrative. Below the 

participants relay how they related to the advertisement: 

 

Participant : First of all, the young guy with his mother just reminds me of how 

my mother always sends me to the shop… And then when he arrived at 

the shop… Also, you know, the way he approached the old man, the way 

he spoke to him, it was very quick and direct, and then he went back 

home… 

 

Participant H : I would say the advertisement is relatable… especially the child… And 

the language used by the people in advertisements and also the 

packaging of the product, the Iwisa product. I'm also familiar with the 

products. So it stood out to me a lot. And also the food made product, 

it's what stood out mostly to me. And also like where the product shop… 

So that's the thing that also stood out in advertisement. Cause I can also 

relate to the people in the advertisement and also the background of 

the advertisement. 

 

For the participants the story was relatable because their life experience, watching the 

advertisement reminded them of those experiences thereby forming an emotional connection. 

This emotional connection made it more sustainable to be manipulated by the advertisement.  

This shows how the advertisements use relatable experiences to manipulate consumers. 

Because the tools used in the story are relatable to the participants. The story reminds the 

participants of when they were children as well and their mothers would send them to go buy 

something at the shop. The participants are manipulated into relating with actors in the 

advertisements through the IsiZulu language choice in the advertisement and the township 

setting (van Dijk, 1993). As a result they associate their living in the township and speaking 

IsiZulu with Iwisa maize meal, thereby supporting that Iwisa is a staple for township residents. 

 

 

One of the key features of advertising is communicating the qualities of the product to the 

audience. The participants found the tools in the advertisement to be effective in 

communicating the qualities of the product because they represented their targeted consumers 

well. This let them know who exactly the product was meant for. Participant H pointed out that 
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the actor represented in the advertisement showed them the actors represented in the 

advertisement. They felt that the actors accurately portrayed the message of the advertisement 

and showed the importance of using actors who can connect with the specific consumers who 

want the product and who can effectively deliver the message.  

 

Participant H : I would say yes because as we see at the end of the advertisement the 

product is being consumed by the entire family and by the young child, 

and also by the parents… in terms of who can use the product and also 

who can consume it. And it's also shown that it's family friendly. 

Cause the mother also is serving it family. 

 

Further, by showing the mother in the advertisement serving her family, advertising 

manipulates consumers into believing that Iwisa can be eaten by the whole family. In family 

food discourses, mothers are often the decision makers when it comes to the food the family 

eats and they are often seen as experts in this regard. By showing the mother serving her family, 

the advertisement uses the discourse of mothers as being the decision makers in making food 

choices for their family to manipulate into believe that the product is the best in the market 

because even mothers serve it to their families (van Dijk, 1993). As a result the participants 

support the representation of the traditional family structure depicted in the advertisement. 

 

Drawing from Fairclough and Wodak (1997:258)   “discursive events are shaped by situations, 

institutions and social structures, but it also shapes them”. Thus, in this discourse the 

advertisement can be seen as not only reflecting everyday social practices but it also enforces 

the prevailing belief of mother’s or women as decision makers when it comes to food decisions 

for the entire family. For participant E the tools were effective in the way that the location of 

the specific consumers the product is meant for.  

 

Participant E : Yes, I think it does. This is a household brand and product, so 

especially as I said to these demographics… The product is … all 

around us. Where we are, as I said, we predominantly the urban location 

areas…we do really have this relationship with the product where we 

see it daily, where we use it daily. It's in our environment. It's just 

strengthens that relationship. I think it does a good job in strengthening 

it. It doesn't necessarily make us aware of it. But it kind of reassures and 
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it strengthens the relationship we have with it. Yeah. I would say as 

someone... who grew up predominantly in those demographics. I think 

it does a good job representing those demographics. Yes, it does.  I think 

it does a good job at replicating the real scene that would be there. 

 

The participant thought the advertisement did a good job of representing the area where the 

advertisement’s targeted consumers could be found. The participants' response shows that the 

advertisement manages to manipulate consumers into thinking a product is meant for them by 

depicting the consumer’s geographical location. This brings up the common discourse that an 

individual's food consumption choices are influenced by their geographical location. The 

advertisement uses the depiction of the geographical location to manipulate consumers into 

believing that they are supposed to consume their product because of the area they stay in (van 

Dijk, 1993).  The participant’s acknowledgement that the advertisements show their location 

is evidence of the ideology within the advertisement. The participants accept the 

advertisement’s depiction and legitimise the ideology that black people who stay in the 

township are supposed to eat Iwisa (van Dijk, 1993). The participants also found the tools to 

be effectively used in the advertisement because of how they made them feel upon watching 

the advertisement. This is what Participant J had to say: 

 

Participant J : The whole feel of the whole advertisement was just so jolly and hearing 

the music as well. Even noticing the characters as well. They are excited 

for the product. So yeah, I think it was very effective 

. 

This shows how music can be used to set the mood of the advertisement and influence the 

mood of the consumer. The participants' mood is thus manipulated by the music and invites 

the participants to be part of the advertisement and feel the same way the actors feel in the 

advertisement. As a result , participants associate the product in the advertisement to the feeling 

of excitement brought by the music. This association of the music to participant feeling can 

influence the participant to want to buy the product. Participant H said they would buy the 

product because it’s family friendly. 

 

Participant H : Yes, I would buy the product. Cause it is showing the advertisement, 

it's family-friendly products also shown that also be like used by 

everyone in whether and also in terms of what you can also like use… 
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The participant is made to believe that the product is for all family members through the 

depiction of actors who appear to be family members. The actors in the advertisement are 

represented as a family where they are all sitting together and consuming the product. 

Participant H believes that the product in the advertisements is meant for all family members 

of the family because the actors shown in the advertisement are a family.  The actors in the 

advertisement are used to show who the product is meant for.  

 

This representation of the actors as a family shows an ideal image of a “family” and this image 

of a family represented by the advertisers becomes part of a complex, sometimes contradictory 

discourse that both reflects and reproduces beliefs of what constitutes a family. So the 

participant’s responses show that they accept the idea of what a family should be as represented 

in the advertisement. At the same time this acceptance by the participants shows how the 

advertisements as having power in influence discourses on the concept "family." In a way the 

advertisement reflects and enforces prevailing beliefs of what a family should be. 

 

On the other hand, participant J said they would not buy the product because the advertisement 

was not persuasive enough. See the response below: 

 

Participant J : Not exactly... I feel like this one, it gives you a choice compared to the 

previous one. The previous one was so emotionally touch by the known 

as number one, but personally, I think I would want to compare it with 

something else before buying it. 

 

The participant refers to the positioning strategy employed in the advertisement, product 

positioning by competitors using the tagline that the product is “number” among its 

competitors. The participants indicate that this tool failed to convince them that the product is 

a number; rather, it made them want to compare the product to its competitors instead of 

wanting to buy the product. The participant also indicated that the advertisement failed to make 

any emotional connection with them so for that reason they would not buy the product. 

 

The participant liked how the different tools were used in the advertisement and thought the 

advertisement put them to good use. The participant also indicated that the actors and the place 

setting accurately represented the specific consumers of the product using the actors.  
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Participant H : I'll say… made a good use of the materials used in the product and 

also like the participants and also like the environment mostly, cause 

mostly the product is consumed by… black people like in these 

environments, like people who live in these environments. And it's also 

affordability where you can get the product. So it did a good job in also 

telling us like when you can get the product… 

 

The participant also pointed out that the tools were also put to good use in showing where they 

could buy the product at the spaza shop and that the spaza shop also signalled that the product 

was affordable. The participant’s comment shows that they believe that spaza shops are cheaper 

than big retail shops. That is why the depiction of the spaza shop is a sign of affordability for 

them. The advertisement uses the ideology that spaza shops sell items at cheaper prices to 

manipulate consumers into thinking that the product is also cheap because it can be bought at 

spaza shops (van Dijk, 1993). 

 

The participant noted the significance of showcasing women from two different generations 

who have next to nothing in common, agreeing on this one product. 

 

Participant J : … I think the advertisement was actually quite good... I think having 

the grandmother come over, and I think she was expecting the makoti to 

be cooking porridge the normal way… until she was actually told that 

it's actually the same thing. It's just that it's instant. And then she was 

more at ease with it. I think people in the olden days they are used to 

the old days stuff… The sound though it just made it so mysterious. 

 

The advertisement draws on generational discourses, which are often characterised by 

differences and disconnect between generations and can result in disagreement in numerous 

issues. The advertisement uses this generational discourse which most people can relate to as 

a tool to manipulate viewers into thinking White Star instant porridge is so good that even 

different generations agree to it (van Dijk, 1993). 
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6.5.3 Participants’ evaluation of the White Star advertisement 
 

Due to the pervasiveness of advertisements that have led to people having negative attitudes 

towards crude advertisements, advertisers have had to strategically advertise their products 

subtly. The depiction of the actual product being advertised towards the end of the 

advertisement stood out for Participant E 

 

Participant E : …At the end where they were making the porridge and they were 

enjoying the porridge outside, that little scene there… as soon as it goes 

from actors to when it shows the whole product. At the end when it says 

white star, then it shows the actual product. That is definitely the most 

outstanding one because it has its own section. 

 

As discussed in the previous section, the last few seconds of advertisement are dedicated to 

showcasing the product and they are important in ensuring that the viewer can recognize the 

product and associate it with the storytelling in the advertisement. These tools stood out to the 

participant which indicates that the story in the advertisement grabbed the participant’s 

attention to a point where they were curious and wanted to see the product that made the two 

women finally agree on something. The actors in the advertisement and the way they are 

portrayed also stood out for the participants. See response below: 

 

Participants H : I would say the use of the children playing… the parenting of the 

mother and children… The grandmother also stood out. Like you can 

see the way she's sort of giving judgment to the mother in terms of 

parent's. 

 

The participants pointed out that the actors, the mother-in-law and daughter, and their 

relationship stood out, especially how the mother-in-law seemed judgmental towards the 

daughter-in-law. The advertisement uses the discourse of mother-in-law and daughter-in-law 

relationships to attract the attention of consumers (van Dijk, 1993). This is a common discourse 

characterised by tension between the two when the mother-in-law and the daughter-in-law do 

not get along. The participant’s response is evidence of the shared ideology and the participant 

legitimises this discourse. At the same time, the advertisement reproduces this discourse of 
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tension between the two. The participants thought the tools were used effectively because of 

the actor used in the advertisement: 

 

Participant E : Yes, because…that's Yvonne Chaka Chaka…the actor they use,  the 

granny, she, she's well established, so she's a established house brand, 

like a well-established  actor and a household name in South Africa 

more specifically. And the music it's neutral music. It's happy music. 

And the tone and the message, and the language used. It's natural, it's 

neutral. So I think, it does a good job in conveying the message and also 

making the message neutral. I think it, it will relate to most people. So it 

does a good job. 

 

Participants mentioned that they recognized the actor who played the mother-in-law as she was 

a well-known actor.  The advertisement used this actor because she is well known and the 

advertisers knew that she would attract attention from people who recognized her. In addition, 

they were counting on the fact that she probably has loyal fans who trust her so by using her 

the advertisement is also able to gain the trust of the viewers by association which can motivate 

consumers to buy a product. On the other hand, she did not think that the tools in the 

advertisement were not used effectively to show the product’s qualities. See the response 

below: 

 

Participant I : Not really, because there is nothing said about the product… but the 

only thing that they showed us is that the mother was shocked that 

she's... making, pap for the children. But then she was relieved when she 

found out that the pap is actually White Star. So which means that she's 

in a good track, I guess. 

 

Cook (2001) talks about the way advertisements in contemporary society are no longer crude 

and hard selling and have instead changed to become more subtle and more entertaining. This 

change comes as a result of the ideology that consumers do not like crude and hard-selling 

advertisements, thus advertisements have adopted subtle ways of advertising their products in 

strategic ways using semiotics. The response above changes this ideological belief about 

consumer attitudes towards advertising. It demonstrates that although the participants were 

entertained, the advertisement failed to manipulate the consumer using attractive tools. The 
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advertisement did achieve one of the most crucial goals of advertising which is to inform 

consumers about the product (Vaičenonienė, 2006). Participant H thought the tools were 

effective because the actors showed the specific consumers of the product. 

 

Participant H : I would say yes. Cause we can see…the grandmother, the mother and 

the children and tell familiarity with the product.  It's been in three 

generations... the mother's parenting…the mother is not a very strict… 

but makes sure that the children consume a healthy product. Yes. Also 

showing the advertisement and also audience. We can also tell that the 

product is, healthy. Cause you also consume the product. 

 

The impacts of cultural factors passed on from generation to generation on food choices are 

undeniable as established by Nestle, et al. (1998). The advertisement uses cultural discourses 

on food on how food practices are also passed on from generation to generation to position 

White Star Instant porridge as a cultural food. The participants' responses show that accepting 

their ideology that food practices are passed on from generation to generation as they mention 

that to them their use of the generational discourse shows that the product is healthy. In this 

way, the participant is legitimating the ideology as per the advertisement of maize as a cultural 

staple food. The following excerpts show the power of advertisements to influence the youth’s 

food choices. The participants said they would buy the product not because of the 

advertisement, but because of their mother’s influence. 

 

Participant E : Yes, I would buy the product… but especially if I was a mother, I would 

definitely think I would be persuaded to buy the product. Yes. 

Participant H : Yes, I would buy the product… cause I'm also familiar with the 

product and also as I was raised by my mother. She always used to 

serve us food with product… So yeah, I'll use the product and also I am 

using the product… 

 

In the following excerpt, the participant comments on the product positioning by the quality of 

the product as an influencing factor for them to consume the product. This is what the 

participant had to say: 
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Participants I: Definitely… they are giving us the quick instant porridge there, and I 

guess, why not? Because it helps when you're in a rush or when you 

want to grab something before you go to school… 

 

The participants' response shows that they would buy the product because it is quick and instant 

shows that the participants are legitimating the product positioning of the product by its quality. 

They accept that making porridge is time-consuming and maintain that there is a need for maize 

porridge that is instant and quick. Through this acceptance, the participant is maintaining the 

status quo as per the advertisement. The participant said they do not like instant porridge but 

they would buy the product because of the benefits of the product shown in the advertisement. 

 

Participant J : Personally, I don't like instant porridge but I think I would buy 

it...because now you would want to see if it would have the same effect 

on you when you look at how the children have so much energy. And 

lately enjoy us. Recently, we just, we never have anything for anything 

. 

The advertisement positions the product as being convenient because it is instant and uses this 

quality of the product to try and manipulate consumers into wanting the instant porridge. 

However, the participant’s response in the excerpt is challenging the idea of instant porridge, 

which is used by the advertisers to position the product as convenient. In this way, the 

participant is delegitimizing the ideology that people prefer instant food. Participant H says: 

 

Participant H : … the product showed us the familiarity we within the family… that 

mother is also familiar with the product and it's been around in the 

family for three generations now. So I also say that advertisement did a 

great job in showing that family many days of the product… 

 

The excerpt below shows a comment by Participant J on the use of music as a semiotic tool in 

the advertisement:  

 

Participant J : I think for me the music… the sound behind it made it so mysterious… 

it just built up to the whole product. So that was what stood out for me… 
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Music, as Scott (1990) asserts, can be used to set the mood of the advertisement and influence 

the mood of the consumer. In the excerpt above the participant’s comment of the music creating 

a mysterious build-up to the product legitimises the use of music in advertisement to influence 

consumers. It also shows that the participant is manipulated by the music as an attractive tool 

to have a positive attitude towards the product thus reinforcing the power of music as a semiotic 

tool in advertisements. 

 

 

6.5.4 Responses to the Kellogg’s advertisement 
 

Attractive tools that stood out in the advertisement were the actors and the way they were 

portrayed. For example, see the responses below as the participants explain why these tools 

stood out for them: 

 

Participant E :  I would say the use of the use of the family to show the suitability of 

consumption. And also… the way the advertisement shows us the 

general question that people mostly ask when they buy the product… the 

sort of nutrients, the needs that they get from the product. 

Participant H : Yeah I would say the use of like the family, product, the whole family… 

Participant X: And that's accurate… It's how it is based on family, it's for the whole 

family and how the child is telling the other one about the benefits of 

having corn flakes in the morning… 

 

The use of the family really stood out for the participants as it reminded the participants of their 

own families. The participant accepts this representation of a family which is based on 

ideological assumptions by the advertisers. The participant’s acceptance of this depiction of 

the family legitimises this representation of a family (van Dijk, 1993). In this way the 

participants reinforce the representation of a family as shown in the advertisement. The 

advertisers use this representation to reflect and reproduce what a family looks like. 

 

Still on the subject of actors, Participant J mentions that there was on particular actor who stood 

out for her. The participants also mentioned that they enjoyed the music. 
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Participant J : Obviously the girl. The girl just blurting just obviously blurting out the 

information. Yeah. About Kellogg's. And then, the music, the music also 

stands out because it's catchy and we all know the whole...The 

Kellogg’s slogan... and I think the song makes you already know that 

they are talking about Kellogg’s. 

 

In Chapter 4 of the current study, the researcher established that the Kellogg’s corn flakes 

advertisements employed health claims as a semiotic resource to sell and position the product. 

In conjunction with the researcher, one of the attractive tools for them in the advertisement was 

the use of health claims in the advertisement.  The analysis shows that the product 

advertisements also use health discourses as incentives to sell their products to consumers. The 

advertisements made nutrition or health claims relating to vitamin and mineral content. 

 

The participants also commented on the reasons they would buy Kellogg’s having watched the 

advertisements. The excerpt below show their responses: 

 

Participant A : Yes…Because it also shows how you supposed to eat it and it also 

shows that you're supposed to eat it in the morning. Cause in the ad they 

are also like eating it in the morning… 

Participant D : … It's actually the best advert. Because it … addresses that Kellogg’s 

are actually are very nice and eating them makes you talk too much… 

Participant I : Yeah… the whole part of talking about the benefits really does make 

me want to buy it. 

Participant J : Most definitely, cause I think it's more informative than the other 

advertisements so far... 

Participant H : Yes, I would say so. To give us the type of information that we mostly 

ask ourselves as the audience in terms of the product…like what we 

get from the product… the product can be used mostly by everyone…Old 

people, young people… 

 

The responses above show the legitimisation of advertisement as vehicles for disseminating 

crucial information about products. The participants’ legitimisation of the advertisements also 

show that the advertisement has the power over and influence over the participants and the 

participants are accepting this status quo. This shows the unequal power relation between the 
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participants as consumers and the advertisers and how they use their access to discourse to 

manipulate consumers. Further, by indicating that they buy the product because their 

advertising educates them on the benefits of the product, the participants are further reinforcing 

the power of the advertisements over them. The goal of advertisement is to sell certain products 

to consumers. The excerpt below shows that the Kellogg’s corn flakes advertisement was 

successful in its goal to sell their product to participants. 

 

Participant H : Yes…Cause in the advertisement the transparency of the type of things 

that you gain from consuming the product… the vitamin and the 

minerals as also of the product which shows that  a lot about the product 

in terms of educating…So I would say yes, I would use the product cause 

I know what I'm getting from it.. 

Participant J : The whole advert is very...Is very informative... But for a brand as big 

as Kellogg's...it's just enough for it...It doesn't have to go into much 

details. I think a simple. Advertisement would've also done the job, but 

yeah, it was good. 

 

Unlike the other advertisements which relied largely on emotional appeal, this advertisement 

used factual appeal to persuade the consumers to buy the product. In this advertisement, the 

participant is manipulated using facts and information that is true about the advertisement. This 

way the customer knows the benefits of the product. The participants commented on the feel 

they got from the advertisement: 

 

Participant E : The actors are very engaging. They, they are very outspoken, they are 

very lively. They are very vibrant. The tone of the colour the filter… 

The filter is neutral, let's say it like that, but it creates some kind of 

nostalgia. There is some kind of nostalgia to it. And then as I said, the 

characters besides the act, the characters themselves they kind of, as I 

said, they are inquisitive. 

 

Participant H commented on the tone of the advertisement and that it made them feel nostalgic. 

The advertisement strategically used nostalgia to evoke positive emotions from the consumer 

by tapping into their memories. By using this tool, the advertisement creates a sense of comfort, 

building a connection with the participant which triggers happy memories from the past and 
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associates these feelings with simpler times from the past. This manipulates consumers into 

wanting the product because they think it will bring them their past memories. 

 

Participant H : I would say in terms of generations… you can see three different 

generations. There is grandfather, there is mother and also children. So 

you can tell that the product can be used mostly by everyone… and also 

in terms of information… nutrients are getting from the product. 

 

The advertisement draws on familial relationships. The participant response shows that they 

value that the product can be eaten by the whole family across different generations. This 

response thus legitimises the use of social actors and familial discourses to sell the product 

across different age groups. One of the participants commented that they did know their 

advertisement was loud for them. Participant J explains below: 

 

…the music was too loud for me to…hear some of the stuff that was being 

said…And also…the whole point of the child saying what are the benefits of 

Corn flakes  is not really being realistic… maybe if they use the mother to say 

it I would take it… 

 

According to this participant, the background music of the advertisement was too loud for them 

that they could not even hear the actors because of the music. This shows just how semiotics 

that are used to attract consumer’s attention can sometimes be received in a negative manner 

causing consumers to have a negative attitude towards the product. Thus, the participant is 

challenging and delegitimizing the use of music in advertisements as an effective tool to attract 

consumers.  

 

6.6 Chapter summary 
 

This chapter showed that the youths’ maize consumption choices are influenced by cultural 

factors, economic factors and satisfaction. The chapter also showed that the youth’s maize 

consumption choices were different when at home or at restaurants. It shows that although 

maize products are consumed frequently and almost daily by the participants, they still did not 

seem appropriate for eating at a restaurant.  Further, the chapter adopted CMDA to look at the 

perceptions of the youth of the discourses within maize product advertisements. The analyses 
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revealed that the advertisement promoted similar kinds of ideologies in the way that they 

represented actors, the roles they play and the accompanying social practice. At the same time, 

the analysis revealed that the youth legitimises the status quo-oriented ideology in the 

advertisements by accepting it as the norm, which makes it easy for the advertisers to continue 

producing and reproducing those kinds of discourses in their advertisements. The normalisation 

of these discourses makes these discourses marketable therefore they continue to dominate 

maize advertisements. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

CONCLUSION OF THE STUDY 
 

7.0 Introduction 
 

The following chapter provides the conclusion of the study. The main focus of this study was 

to examine how maize products are positioned in South African foodscapes by looking at the 

consumption discourses in a multicultural South African context. The objectives of the study 

were to identify the kind of semiotics and discourses that are used to label and sell maize 

products and its meals in the advertisement in the South African context, to investigate the kind 

of meanings that are attached to the different semiotics and discourses, to investigate the 

youth’s perceptions on maize products as staple food and their discourses on the market, and 

to find out the kind of performed identities and ideologies found in these discourses and youth 

narratives on the consumption practices and staple food positioning in Africa and their 

implications thereof. Therefore, this chapter summarises and discusses the findings of the study 

concerning the study’s objectives and research questions. Furthermore, the chapter includes 

the implications of the study against the positioning of maize products in South African 

foodscapes. Lastly, the researcher offers final thoughts and recommendations based on the 

research findings. 

 

7.1 The kinds of semiotics and discourses in advertisements in South Africa 
 

The study shows that the selected TV advertisements of maize products make use of various 

semiotic resources and discourses to sell and label maize products. This is revealed through the 

use of CMDA to analyse the five selected advertisements of maize products collected and 

downloaded from YouTube. Using CMDA to analyse the advertisements brought forth insight 

into the kinds of discourses and semiotics resources used to label and sell maize products on 

the market. The study identified a number of semiotic resources that are used to sell maize 

products such as place settings, social actors, music, voice-over, gestures, music, and colour. 

The study also discovered that compositional and interactive representations were used in the 

advertisements to influence how viewers read the semiotics and relate to the semiotics. 

Moreover, the study found that various discourses such as family discourses, health discourses, 
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social class discourses, school discourses, and cultural discourses were used in the 

advertisement to sell maize products. 

 

7.2 The kinds of meanings attached to the different semiotics and discourses 
 

CDMA also proved to be beneficial to further analyse the kinds of meanings associated with 

the discourses and semiotics employed in the advertisements. The selected advertisements were 

analysed according to CMDA as they appeared capable of decoding the meaning potential of 

the multisemiotic advertisement. The analysis in Chapter 4 demonstrates how these semiotics 

work in conjunction with each other to create meaning. The analysis found that represented 

participants such as social actors, objects, and places were used to include and target certain 

audiences. The social actors represented seemed to be common people who lived regular 

relatable lives. They are represented as people the audience can relate with or someone they 

could relate to in their lives. For instance, the main actors in the Ace Instant porridge 

advertisement are a school child and a working mom, and viewers can easily relate to these 

actors because they are represented doing normal regular everyday life activities. Or the old 

man who is a shopkeeper in the Iwisa advertisement, if someone is from a township they can 

relate this actor to someone they know from their community who owns a spaza shop. These 

kinds of representations make the viewer feel included and as if the advertisement is directed 

at them because of the relatability of the actors. Thus, they will be drawn to watch the 

advertisement and pay attention to its message. 

 

The study shows that semiotic resources also carry representational meanings. The data 

analysis shows that the meanings associated with represented participants in the advertisement 

are derived from the properties of the represented participants or, rather, from the values given 

to these properties in specific social and cultural contexts. In the Ace advertisement, for 

instance, Thabo is never seen with her mother because she leaves for work really early in the 

morning and comes back late in the evening which means that she is a working parent. In the 

advertisement, this representation of her as a working parent is used positively to carry out the 

meaning that she is a responsible parent who works hard to provide for her child Thabo. This 

representation of a working “parent working” carries a vast range of meanings. However, the 

advertisers have their interests in using this exact representation of a working parent and this 
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makes the meaning of the image quite specific for the advertiser. Ultimately the study found 

that the representational meanings associated with the semiotics used in maize advertisements 

are derived from common qualities that black South Africans especially may detect in their 

environments and from the values attached to these qualities in their or (different) social 

representations context. Further, the study shows that meanings derived from the semiotics 

used in the advertisements are selectively made by advertisers, to obtain the common qualities 

required to attract or appeal to the target black South African lower to middle-class consumers 

who live in townships. 

 

Further, the study found that the semiotic resources represented in the advertisements of maize 

products carry associated interactive meanings. The advertisements used interactive 

representations to establish social relations between represented participants, invite viewers to 

be part of the advertisement, and establish power relations between participants and viewers. 

The analysis found that in all the advertisements participants were represented either using the 

close shot frames or medium shot frames, thereby establishing personal and social distances 

with the viewers. In this way, the participants were represented as friends, family, 

acquaintances, or the viewer instead of strangers to make it possible for the viewer to relate to 

the participants and therefore trust them. Similarly, the maize products being advertised used 

close distance and middle distance to show the products as if the viewer is engaged with the 

product, preparing or eating the food, or as if it is within the viewer’s reach like the viewer 

stands just in front of it. The frontal angle was used mostly to involve and invite viewers to be 

a part of the represented participant’s world, making it easy for the viewers to share in what is 

taking place in the advertisement. Lastly, the represented participants are shown mostly from 

an eye-level angle, showing no power difference between represented participants and viewers. 

  

On the other hand, the analyses revealed that compositional meanings are used in the 

advertisements to show viewers the order they are supposed to read the advertisements, to show 

which information carries what kind of values, to show viewers the information that deserves 

the most of their attention and to also represent as units. The maize products being advertised 

were most represented as given, suggesting that viewers were assumed to be familiar with these 

products already. This shows that it is common knowledge that maize staple products are eaten 

every day thus there is no need to present them as new in the advertisements. The slogans or 
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taglines of the products and the product were the most salient elements in the shot to draw the 

viewers’ attention. 

 

At the same time, the semiotics and discourses used in the advertisements were found to carry 

intertextual meanings involving emotions, behaviours, everyday social practices, and attitudes 

of targeted consumers that can only be understood through their subtext. In this regard, the 

researcher found that maize product advertisements only employed semiotic resources relevant 

to the targeted consumers to draw their attention through their existing experiences. These 

intertextual meanings in the advertisements are used to reshape and reinforce the youths’ 

existing perceptions of maize staple foods, which are taken as a kind of ‘Remix or 

Restructuring’ of already existing thoughts. Additionally, intertextuality was found to be used 

to make sense of the particular messages in the advertisements in a way that is easy for the 

consumers to understand. It explains the texts within advertisements which helps in interpreting 

the meaning of the advertisement. 

 

The study also discovered that maize product advertisements incorporate social class 

discourses involving meanings associated with lifestyles, education, occupation, and income 

to market their maize products to specific consumers. These meanings signal to the group that 

one belongs to base on their financial resources, which range from high-end, upper-middle 

class, middle class, or working-class individuals, and maize product advertisements likewise 

suggest the social group class that their products are targeting. The study shows that the 

advertisements’ targeted consumers are primarily working-class and middle-class groups. For 

instance, the Ace instant porridge advertisements especially target working-class consumers or 

mothers who work long hours and do not have time to prepare food for their children. To show 

social class the advertisement relies on semiotic resources that associate the product with social 

status. For instance, the advertisements make use of place settings on the class group that a 

person lives in that has an influence on which food products she or he can reach, and cook in 

their meals. They make use of semiotic resources that can be associated with township 

lifestyles. An example, the taxi and spaza shops are features of a township. Actors are used to 

show social class representing them doing or being involved in menial tasks. The actor is 

represented coming late from work to show that they are working class. At the same time. 
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The study also found that maize product advertisements incorporate health discourses that have 

meanings about the health benefits of the maize products attached to these discourses. These 

meanings are voluntarily communicated in the advertisements through the use of health and 

nutritional claims. They are also used as incentives to sell maize products to consumers since 

they can assist customers in choosing foods that are appropriate for their needs. The health 

claims in the maize advertisements refer to the relationship between maize products and help 

by linking nutrients such as vitamins as contributing to children’s daily energy needs. 

Similarly, nutritional claims in the advertisements refer to certain nutrients in maize products 

such as a “good source of calcium”. For instance, Kellogg’s advertisement highlights the 

positive nutritional aspect of the product with health claims. The advertisement tells consumers 

the desirable product features and why the features are important. Health claims give 

advertisers the ability to highlight their products' desirable health features more effectively. 

Health claims are communicated through representation, including pictorial, graphic, or 

symbolic representation, in any form, which states, suggests, or implies that a food has 

particular health-related characteristics. The advertisement asserts that the product has certain 

beneficial nutritional properties, a claim which states, suggests, or implies that a food has 

particular beneficial nutritional properties. The Kellogg’s cornflakes advertisement claims that 

the product is a source of vitamins and minerals. The advertisement also makes a health claim 

referring to the positive effect that the product has on health. Part of the claim states that the 

product contributes to an individual’s daily energy needed to function during the day. In the 

advertisement, the actors are shown to be very energetic, happy, active, and athletic which are 

all associated with healthy bodies. For example, in the Iwisa advertisement, the actor is shown 

riding a bicycle which implies a health benefit of consuming an Iwisa maize meal. As a result, 

the target people will continue to eat the product for its health benefits. 

 

The advertisements also employ cultural discourses to associate maize products with a specific 

culture. This is because they know that culture is passed across generations, thus it can provide 

a link between people based on shared culture. The advertisement draws on the cultural 

discourse that maintains that culture determines what individuals belonging to a certain culture 

should eat. The advertisement shows that the culturally accepted food for black people as they 

are the targeted audience of the advertisement is maize. For instance, in the White Star maize 

advertisement, the mother-in-law and the daughter-in-law disagree on everything except eating 

White Star maize. In the Iwisa advertisement, when Jabulani says that he wants to buy “Iwisa 
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number 1” the shopkeeper knows exactly what he is talking about without even asking which 

one. 

 

Lastly, political discourses are used to relate to the targeted audience. The advertisers show 

issues of service delivery that mainly affect township people. This is through place setting 

semiotics that the damaged roads. The analysis shows that the advertisements rely on shared 

understanding when it comes to the kinds of semiotics and discourses that they use to sell and 

label maize staple products. Key associations include meanings and ideas of health, ideas of 

love, and social class. 

 

7.3 The youth’s perceptions of maize products and their discourses. 
 

Using stimulus text interviews proved to be useful in analysing and investigating the youths’ 

perceptions of maize products as a staple food and their discourses on the market. They stated 

that their perceptions of maize as a staple food include affordability, accessibility, and health. 

Their perceptions of maize products are formed (in part) as a result of the various maize 

consumption discourses embedded with ideological beliefs that they receive consciously and 

subconsciously. Their perceptions of maize products are also shaped by discourses in 

advertisements that they may or may not be aware of. The ideological discourses in 

advertisements are subtly integrated into their work worldview, influencing what they think 

about maize meal products and thus their perceptions. The analysis in Chapter 4 provides 

examples of different types of discourses from advertisements that shape their perceptions of 

maize products. Their perceptions of maize as a staple food are a manifestation of their 

upbringing, informed by their cultures and the region where they reside. Thus their different 

perceptions of maize products also differ as they exist in different social, political, geospatial, 

and historical contexts. Moreover, it can be said that the youths’ perceptions of maize products 

are a reflection of their discourses on the market. These discourses are normalised and 

presented as natural when they are a result of ideologies produced and reproduced by those in 

power. Thus the study shows that product advertisements are institutions of power and as such 

have the power to shape discourses and ideologies around maize foods evident in the youths’ 

perceptions of maize staple food. The analysis of this present study provides an account of how 

the youth make sense of their maize consumption. 
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7.4 The kind of identities and ideologies found in youth’s perceptions 
 

The analysis of the data in Chapter 5 reveals the different ideological discourses that construct 

individuals’ perceptions of maize products and shows the complexity of ideological discourses 

and how the youth reinforces them. The ideological discourses in the advertisement of maize 

products impact the way the youth perceive maize products and their world at large. The 

perceptions are also dynamic as they are shaped and reshaped by discourses that are embedded 

with ideological meanings about the world. Their perceptions are a combination of their multi-

layered identities which are simultaneously historic and current in the sense that they are 

founded in their cultural and familial pasts, but also shaped by their present conditions which 

include advertisements. The ideological discourses in advertisements give the advertiser more 

authority over the consumers. In this way, advertisements influence the way the youth perceive 

maize staple products. 

                                          

The study also shows that the youth engage in conspicuous consumption of food when eating 

out at restaurants, so they avoid ordering maize-based meals when out at restaurants as a way 

of constructing their desired class identities. They use their food choices at restaurants and non-

preference of maize-based meals to negotiate their identities to seem more prestigious. The 

study also found that consuming maize as a staple food forms part of the youth's cultural 

identities. The youths’ consumption of maize represented layers of their identities, which are 

situated within their social and physical environment. Thus, their maize consumption choices 

are influenced by what foods are available in the foodscapes and by the foods their family ate 

while they were growing up. Consuming maize was also part of their social class identity. Their 

food choices are shaped and influenced by the cultures that they are living in and it is their 

specific cultures, which determine and classifies different food as edible or not. In other words, 

the things which shape their eating behaviours consist of a couple of things such as the region 

of the world that they are living in and the eating habits of their families. Further, the study 

found that in constructing their identities, the youth draw on the identities that are embedded 

within the maize consumption discourses. They draw on certain aspects that they can relate to 

and identify themselves in terms of those aspects. 
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7.5 Conclusion and implications 
 

In conclusion, the identification and analysis of the different semiotic resources used in the 

selected maize staple product advertisements make it clear that all the semiotic resources used 

in the advertisements convey multiple meanings for various purposes. For instance, the study 

shows that semiotic resources are used for product positioning, attracting attention, targeting 

specific people, or making people aware of the products. They are also used to communicate 

the qualities of products, to show how to use the products, or to show the benefits of the 

products. In this way, the semiotic resources employed in maize advertisements have an 

important role in informing consumers about the product and persuading them to want to 

consume maize staple foods. 

At the same time, semiotic resources such as social actors are used in conjunction with 

interactive representation in the advertisements to appeal emotionally to consumers. Relatable 

stories of resilience, love, community, family, culture, and celebratory stories are told in the 

advertisement as a means to connect with consumers. This is evident in the interviews where 

the youths admit to relating to the characters in the stories in different ways. Thus showing that 

the use of storytelling in advertisements is a powerful semiotic that helps advertisers establish 

an emotional connection with viewers. Through storytelling, advertisers are also able to 

manipulate consumers’ perceptions of the products. 

 

To sum up, the study shows that maize products are positioned as traditional or cultural staple 

food for black South Africans. Through looking at the consumption discourses of maize it is 

evident that advertisements contribute to the positioning of maize staple products in South 

African foodscapes. They use semiotic resources and discourses to target and manipulate black 

South Africans especially those who stay in townships to consume maize staple foods. This 

adds to the traditional belief of seeing maize as the staple food for working-class people as it 

was initially a staple for miners during apartheid because they had no choice and it was what 

they could afford. Despite maize now being a large part of black South Africans’ cuisine across 

different cultures, the positioning of the products in foodscapes reinforces apartheid's negative 

perceptions of maize as a staple food. As a result of this positioning, maize products continue 

to be excluded from restaurants’ menu offerings even though they are eaten daily and by the 

majority of the population while other staple foods such as rice, potato, and pasta continue to 

dominate. 
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The study has shown that despite South Africa being a multicultural country with a diverse 

population, even sometimes dubbed ‘a rainbow nation’ the positioning of maize products does 

not reflect any of those characteristics of the country. Instead, the position of maize products 

almost exclusively articulates blackness. For instance, in the selected advertisements analysed 

in Chapter 4 of the study, the social actors are black people, the place settings are townships 

that are black residential areas, and the stories being repurposed are those of black people. Due 

to the influence and reach of the media, when consumers watch these advertisements they 

unconsciously internalise these advertisements and the ideologies in them.  The implications 

of such positioning can be seen in the way Africans from different cultures have adopted maize 

and moved away from healthier staple foods such as yams, cassava, and sorghum which they 

used to consume before colonisation and apartheid. This study only addresses the gap in 

literature relating to the consumption discourses of maize. However, the gap in literature 

relating to the other consumption discourses of staple food remains wide, and future studies 

should look into how countries in the Western and Eastern parts of Africa have managed to 

maintain their staple foods. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Consent Form 

  

Consent Form  University of the Western Cape 

 
Foodscapes and positioning of staple food in Africa: A case of youth perceptions on maize 

consumption discourses in Cape Town. 
 
 
Researcher: Nandi Hlengiwe Mhlongo 

 
Please initial box 

 
1. I confirm that I have read and have understood the information sheet explaining the   

above research project and I have had the opportunity to ask questions about  the project. 
 
2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time 

without giving any reason and without there being any negative consequences. In addition,   
should I not wish to answer any particular question or questions, I am free to decline. 
(If I wish to withdraw I may contact the lead researcher at anytime) 

 
3. I understand my responses and personal data will be kept strictly confidential. I give 

permission for members of the research team to have access to my anonymised responses. 
I understand that my name will not be linked with the research materials, and I will not be  
identified or identifiable in the reports or publications that result for the research.  
 

4. I understand that I may decline to be audio-recorded at any point.    
  

 
5. I agree that the data collected from me may be used in future research. 
 
6. I agree to take part in the above research project. 
 

 
[Since this is a sample form, you do not need to get it signed for the purposes of ethics 
clearance. It will have to be signed when you actually do your interviews.] 
_____________________  _______________ ______________________ 
Name of Participant   Date   Signature 
(or legal representative)  
 
________________________  ________________ ______________________ 
Name of person taking consent               Date   Signature 
(If different from lead researcher) 
 
_______________________  ________________ ______________________ 
Lead Researcher   Date     Signature 
(To be signed and dated in presence of the participant) 
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Copies: All participants will receive a copy of the signed and dated version of the consent form and 
information sheet for themselves. A copy of this will be filed and kept in a secure location for research 
purposes only. [Enter full names and contact details in the blocks below.] 

 
                                                                                                                                                        

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix B: Information Sheet 

 

 

Participation Information Sheet 

 

Title of Research: Foodscapes and positioning of staple food in Africa: A case of youth perceptions 

on maize consumption discourses in Cape Town 

 

My name is Nandi Hlengiwe Mhlongo and I am a MA student in the Department of Linguistics, at the 

University of the Western Cape, South Africa.  I kindly invite you to take part in my study as a 

respondent with the topic titled above. The study aims to investigate how the maize meals and 

products are positioned in a few selected foodscapes. Looking at food consumption discourses in a 

multicultural South African context, and the kind of semiotics (meaning-making resources) that are 

used to label and advertise a few selected products of maize, the study seeks to also investigate the 

youth’s perceptions on maize products as staple food and its discourses on the market. Due to scarce 

literature on maize as a staple food in Africa, this study is important because it will draw on and  will 

contribute to the notions of staple food consumption discourses on the presence of maize staple food 

in foodscapes and reveals the ideological meanings thereof and the perceptions of the youth on maize 

staple food in Africa. Thereby, contributing to a relevant body of literature in both fields of Food 

Studies and Linguistics. 

Researcher: 
 
Nandi Hlengiwe Mhlongo 
 
Contact number: 
0767592033 
 
Email: 
3606871@myuwc.ac.za 

Supervisor: 
 
Dr Lynn Mafofo 
 
Contact number: 
021 959 3622 
 
Email: 
lmafofo@uwc.ac.za 
    

HOD: 
 
Professor Felix Banda 
 
Contact number: 
021 959 2978 
 
Email:  
fbanda@uwc.ac.za 

Department of Linguistics 
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The objectives are:  

• To identify the kind of semiotics and discourses that are used to label and sell the maize 

products and its meals in the advertisement in the South African context  

• To investigate the kind of meanings that are attached to the different semiotics and discourses 

• To investigate the youth’s perceptions on maize products as staple food and their discourses 

on the market  

• To find out the kind of performed identities and ideologies found in these discourses and 

youth narratives on the consumption practices and staple food positioning in Africa and their 

implications thereof. 

 

I will use document analysis and virtual stimulus text-interviews as data collection methods. 

Document analysis is an approach to qualitative research which essentially involves examining 

documents such as the videos and images, advertisements, newspapers, among others. For this study, 

selected South African TV based advertisements videos of maize products from You Tube. For 

manageable set of data, I will select between five to eight relevant advertisements for the analysis 

and as stimulus-texts for the interviews. Accordingly, I will also conduct semi-structured stimulus text-

interviews to collect data from participants. Semi-structured questions will be used and they are useful 

because they can produce rich and detailed information from participants. I will employ purposive 

sampling to select the research participants. Purposive sampling is a type of sampling where 

participants are deliberately chosen based on the objectives and main subject of the study (Patton, 

1990). For the text- stimulus interviews, since the study is interested in the perceptions of the youth, 

the sample will include 10 participants who are between the ages of 18-25 who live in Cape Town. I 

will purposefully select them based on their consumption of maize products as part of staple food. 

Due to the on-going  Covid-19 pandemic and restriction to social distance, the interviews will be 

carried out via Zoom video call and will be recorded and transcribed and analysed. Zoom is suitable 

because I will be able to show the selected advertisements as consumption discourses of maize to the 

participants, and the participants can keep their cameras off as the researcher will be interested on 

the recorded voices. I will adhere to all ethical procedures when conducting this research. Should you 

agree to participate in this study, I will give you a brief outline of the study and a consent form to sign 

before any data is collected. I will ensure that your identity remains anonymous and your name will 

be substituted with pseudonyms. Your participation remains voluntary throughout the study and 

should you wish to withdraw from the study, you may do so at any given time. I will ask for your 

permission to record the interview. The data will only be used for this study and will be kept safely by 

the researcher and discarded after five years. 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



 

184 
 

If you require any additional information or have concerns, please feel free to contact me or supervisor 

on contact details as provided below. 

 

Regards  

 

 

 

Nandi Hlengiwe Mhlongo    

0767592033 

3606871@myuwc.ac.za 

 

Supervisor: Dr. Lynn Mafofo   

27 21 959 3622  

lmafofo@uwc.ac.za 

 

 HSSREC 

+27 21 959 4111 

research-ethics@uwc.ac.za      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



 

185 
 

Appendix C: Ethics Approval letter 

 

 
 
26 April 2023 
 
Ms NH Mhlongo Linguistics 
Faculty of Arts and Humanities 

 
HSSREC Reference Number: HS22/7/30 
Directorate: DVC: Research and Innovation Research Development & Postgraduate Support Tel: +27 21 959 4111 

Email: research-ethics@uwc.ac.za 
 
 

Project Title: Foodscapes and positioning of 
staple food in Africa: A case of 
youth perceptions on maize 
consumption discourses in Cape 
Town (social media-based 
questionnaire). 

 
 

Approval Period: 25 April 2023 – 24 April 2024 
 
 

I hereby certify that the Humanities and Social Science Research Ethics 
Committee of the University of the Western Cape approved the methodology 
and ethics of the above-mentioned research project. 

 
Any amendments, extension or other modifications to the protocol must be 
submitted to the Ethics Committee for approval. 

 
Please remember to submit an annual progress report at least two months 
before expiry date. Failure to submit your annual progress report on time 
will result in the immediate lapse of your ethics approval and you will have 
to resubmit an entirely new ethics application. 

 
For permission to conduct research using student and/or staff data or to distribute 
research surveys/questionnaires please apply via: 
https://sites.google.com/uwc.ac.za/permissionresearch/home 

 

The permission letter must then be submitted to HSSREC for record keeping 
purposes. 
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The Committee must be informed of any serious adverse events and/or termination of 
the study. 

 

 
Ms Patricia Josias Officer: Research Ethics 

University of the Western Cape 

NHREC Registration Number: HSSREC-130416-049 

University of the Western Cape, Robert Sobukwe Road, Bellville 7535, Republic of South 

Africa 
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Appendix D: Links to the videos 

 

1. ACE Instant Porridge's "A taste of mum's love" 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aaY5ZMbEwN0&t=17s 

3. Ace Maize Meal - Expensive Girlfriend 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o2rlrGwDGWw 

2. Relax Mamma, it’s White Star Instant! 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j6J3ggaZMgg 

3. Iwisa TVC - Yange Mpela 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QXNtu0glXXc 

5.White Star: Clever Choice 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2OKMlQjASLw 

6. Chatterbox - Kellogg's Corn flakes ad 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gbfxj6Ltwo0 
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