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SOCIALLY ACTIVE(IST) CAPITALISTS: CORPORATE IDEOLOGY, AMERICAN 

IDENTITY, AND CONTROVERSIAL COMMERCIALS IN SUPER BOWL LI 

 

Ryan K. Wolfe 

Thesis Adviser: Matthew Tinkcom, Ph.D. 

ABSTRACT 

On February, 5, 2017, several companies, including Airbnb, Anheuser-Busch, Coca-Cola, 

and 84 Lumber sparked controversy when they ran advertisements during the airing of Super 

Bowl LI that seemed to take aim at President Donald Trump’s immigration policies. Acccording 

to the companies, the advertisements, which invoked themes of American identity and touted 

values like diversity and inclusion, were meant to be an expression of universal American values. 

However, the timing of the advertisements – just weeks after Donald Trump’s inauguration – 

colored perceptions of the advertisements, leading to claims that companies were unnecessarily 

inserting politics into a previously apolitical space.  

Similar controversies, including Target’s response to the so-called “bathroom bills” in 

2016, and Hobby Lobby’s lawsuit over contraceptives in 2014, have spawned new research on 

what has been called “corporate political activism.” However, while existing work on corporate 

political activism has focused on practical strategies for understanding and engaging (or not 

engaging) with corporate political activism, less attention has been paid to the study of it as a 

social phenomenon. 

Using textual analysis of both the commercials and the metanarrative surrounding the 

commercials as a guide, this thesis works to address this gap using the advertisements of Super 

Bowl LI as a lens to understanding the broader social phenomenon. It argues that, in this 

particular case, the commercials were a product of a complex interaction between 1) the cultural 

and historical moment in which they aired – namely, at an event steeped in notions of American 
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identity at the same time that such ideas were deeply controversial, and 2) a profound shift in the 

relationship between corporations and society, as characterized by the emergence of ideological, 

socially conscious, and increasingly personal corporations. 

Indeed, it uses Super Bowl LI as a fascinating example to show how various societal 

forces have both “pushed” and “pulled” corporations into their current situation – one in which 

they have amassed significant cultural capital and influence, but also one which forces them to 

reckon them with competing objectives and clashing interests in an increasingly hazardous 

cultural minefield. In doing so, it also forces the reader to consider the long-term impacts of such 

shifts, and to question what it means to be a “citizen” in a world of corporate citizens. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

“So somebody tweeted last night and said, ‘Glenn, what did you think of the Coke ad?’ 

And I said, ‘Why did you need that to divide us politically?’ Because that’s all this ad is. 

It’s in your face, and if you don’t like it, if you’re offended by it, you’re a racist. If you do 

like it, you’re for immigration. You’re for progress. That’s all this is: to divide people. 

Remember when Coke used to do the thing on the top and they would all hold hands? 

Now it’s 'Have a Coke and we’ll divide you.'”1 - Glenn Beck, February 2014  

 

Coca-Cola’s commercial, “It’s Beautiful,” first debuted near the end of the second half of 

Super Bowl XLVIII on February 2, 2014. Set to the song “America the Beautiful” as sung by 

Americans in seven different languages and featuring diverse groups of people enjoying Coca-

Cola in a variety of American landscapes, the ad, according to Coca-Cola, was supposed to 

“provide a snapshot of the real lives of Americans representing diverse ethnicities, religions, 

races and families, all found in the United States” and show that “America is beautiful, and Coke 

is for everyone.”2 

 But while the Coca-Cola company said that the advertisement was supposed to show how 

drinking Coke brings Americans together, the commercial drew ire from conservatives – most 

                                                
1 Glenn Beck, quote from The Glenn Beck Program, Feb. 3, 2014, quoted in Andrew Kaczynski, “Glenn 

Beck: Multilingual Coke Ad Meant To "Divide Us Politically," Buzzfeed News, Feb. 3, 2014, 

https://www.buzzfeed.com/andrewkaczynski/glenn-beck-bilingual-coke-ad-meant-to-divide-us-politically. 

 
2 “'It's Beautiful': Coke Debuts Inspiring Ad During Big Game,” The Coca-Cola Company, Feb. 14, 2014, 

http://www.coca-colacompany.com/stories/americaisbeautiful-coke-debuts-inspiring-ad-during-big-game. 
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notably conservative radio talk show host Glenn Beck, who said that the purpose of the 

commercial was to make a statement about immigration and to “divide people.”3  

 What is most striking about Beck’s interpretation of the ad is that the advertisement 

makes no reference to immigration at all. In fact, the ad shows just what Coca-Cola says: 

beautiful American vistas, a diverse set of people enjoying Coke with what are presumably 

family and friends, and, of course, the tune of “America the Beautiful” heard in multiple 

languages. When looked at in this light, the commercial would seem to have all the elements of a 

successful advertisement. It associates Coke with the pleasure of spending time with friends and 

family and the adventure that is to be found in the vast and beautiful American landscape, 

drawing an analogy between the beauty of the diverse American scenery and the beauty of its 

diverse people.  

But while “diversity” might be an American value, this ad didn’t stick to the hegemonic 

American “melting pot” narrative – one which is commonly used to romanticize American 

diversity by claiming that its diverse groups have melted and melded into a single, unified 

American identity. Instead, by using multiple languages in “America the Beautiful” and featuring 

people of different races and ethnicities, the ad emphasized and glorified the difference inherent 

in diversity. In doing so, it seemed to subtly push back on the “melting pot” narrative of 

immigration touted by conservatives like Glenn Beck, who wrote in a four-part series on 

immigration that “immigrants created the great ‘melting pot’ that is America … [but] the notion 

                                                
3 Glenn Beck, quote from The Glenn Beck Program, Feb. 3, 2014, quoted in Kaczynski, “Coke Ad Meant 

To "Divide Us Politically."  
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of ‘melting’ or assimilating into American society is no longer taught, adding to the problems of 

an overburdened and broken immigration system.”4  

 The next time this commercial caught the attention of viewers and writers was in 2017, 

when it aired again at Super Bowl LI. This time, however, it was joined by advertisements by 

several other companies in attracting controversy. With Donald Trump’s recent election and 

inauguration as the political backdrop, a set of commercials that aired during Super Bowl LI, 

including Airbnb’s “We Accept” commercial, Budweiser’s (Anheuser-Busch) “Born the Hard 

Way” commercial, 84 Lumber’s “The Entire Journey” commercial, along with Coca-Cola’s 

“Together is Beautiful” commercial,5 became the cause of renewed controversy and claims of 

political proselytization by corporations for allegedly taking a political stance on immigration 

issues.6 A testament to the impact they had and the degree to which they violated advertising 

norms, the commercials spawned articles like “Super Bowl or Trump Bowl?” in the marketing 

industry publication AdWeek,7 and “Challenge for Super Bowl Commercials: Not Taking Sides, 

                                                
4 “Immigration in America: The Four Part Series,” The Glenn Beck Program, May 10, 2016, 

http://www.glennbeck.com/2016/05/10/immigration-in-america-the-four-part-series/. 

 
5 Airbnb, “We Accept,” YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yetFk7QoSck; Budweiser, “Born 

the Hard Way,” YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HtBZvl7dIu4; 84 Lumber, “The Entire Journey,” 

YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nPo2B-vjZ28; Coca-Cola, “Together is Beautiful,” YouTube, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JchALYBVEGw. 

 
6 Megan James, “Super Bowl 2017 Ads Navigate Fraught Political Landscape,” The Los Angeles Times, 

Feb. 2, 2017, http://www.latimes.com/business/hollywood/la-fi-ct-super-bowl-ads-20170130-story.html. 

 
7 Jeanine Poggi, “Super Bowl or Trump Bowl?,” Advertising Age 88, no. 2 (2017), 3. 
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Politically,” in the New York Times.8 84 Lumber’s commercial was deemed so political that the 

Fox Network forced the company to change the commercial before it would air it.9 

The advertisements thus became part of a larger trend in which corporations were seen as 

taking stances on hot-button topics ranging from immigration, to LGBTQ rights, to political 

candidates themselves. In 2016, for example, the retailer Target announced that, in response to a 

law in North Carolina that would require people to use the bathroom that matched their 

biological sex, its company policy would be to allow people to use the bathroom corresponding 

to the gender that they identify with.10 The resulting backlash, including 1.4 million boycott 

signatures, prompted Target to pledge $20 million toward the construction of single-stall 

restrooms in stores that didn’t have them.11 On the other end of the political spectrum, the arts 

and crafts retailer Hobby Lobby made headlines in 2014 when it sued the Federal Government 

over a provision of the Affordable Care Act that would require it to provide coverage for 

emergency contraceptives and IUDs, arguing that such provisions violated its protected religious 

beliefs.12 The move thus put the company squarely within the highly contentious debate over 

abortion and women’s right to contraception. 

                                                
8 Sapna Maheshwari, “Challenge for Super Bowl Commercials: Not Taking Sides, Politically,” The New 

York Times, Feb. 5, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/02/business/media/super-bowl-advertising-fox-border-

wall.html. 

 
9 Marissa Payne, “84 Lumber Forced to Re-tool Super Bowl Ad Rejected for Depicting Trump’s Border 

Wall,” The Chicago Tribune, Feb. 5, 2017, http://www.chicagotribune.com/entertainment/tv/ct-84-lumber-super-

bowl-ad-trump-wall-20170205-story.html 
 

10 Robert Mclean, “Target Takes Stand on Transgender Bathroom Controversy,” CNN, Apr. 20, 2016, 

http://money.cnn.com/2016/04/20/news/companies/target-transgender-bathroom-lgbt/index.html. 

 
11 Chris Isidore, “Target's $20 million Answer to Transgender Bathroom Boycott,” CNN, Aug. 17, 2016, 

http://money.cnn.com/2016/08/17/news/companies/target-bathroom-transgender/index.html. 

 
12 Jaime Fuller, “Here’s What You Need to Know About the Hobby Lobby Case,” The Washington Post, 

Mar. 24, 2014, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2014/03/24/heres-what-you-need-to-know-about-

the-hobby-lobby-case/. 
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Indeed, an entire subfield of management science and communications theory has sprung 

up to describe and study the involvement of corporations in social and political debates, a 

phenomenon which researchers have dubbed “corporate political activism.”13 Such researchers, 

including Korschun et al. (2016) and Clemenson (2017), have sought to understand just when 

and how companies should engage in corporate political activism.14 Their research, which is 

focused on developing prescriptive strategies for executives who find themselves steeped in 

political issues, relies on survey data that measures the attitudes of consumers in response to 

political statements made by hypothetical companies. The focus of this research is thus primarily 

aimed at developing a set of guidelines for companies facing the need to take (or not take) 

political positions rather than understanding what cultural shifts have led to the need for such 

guidelines in the first place. 

As such, this research doesn’t address the deeper questions of how and why corporations 

have found themselves in the middle of controversial debates on topics like immigration or 

abortion. Common logic would assume that companies would be incentivized to stray as far 

away from controversy as possible. After all, offending potential customers doesn’t seem like a 

good long-term business strategy, even if it means earning the praise of another portion of the 

customer base in the short run.  

The fundamental driving question of this thesis, then, is what factors led to the rise of 

such politically controversial Super Bowl advertisements all at once? Are companies forcing 

their own political ideology on viewers, as conservatives claim? Or are the commercials really 

                                                
13 Maggie Clemenson, “Corporate Political Activism: When and How Should Companies Take a Stand?” 

(masters thesis, University of Minnesota, 2017).  
 
14 Clemenson, “Corporate Political Activism”; Daniel Korschun et al., “Taking a Stand: Consumer 

Responses to Corporate Political Activism” (Working Paper, Drexel University, 2016). 
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about uncontroversial notions of Americanism, and the controversy that has arisen is the result of 

people viewing the ideas in terms of politics because of outside factors, as the advertisers claim? 

As a subset of this question, it will attempt to situate the commercials as a part of a broader 

historical context, examining whether this phenomenon is truly new, or not. 

To answer this question, this thesis argues that a shift toward more ideological and 

personalistic corporations necessitated that companies engage with socially relevant material in 

their advertisements, which in the context of Super Bowl LI, forced them to engage in 

controversial questions of American identity. 

 

METHODOLOGY AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

This research focuses on Super Bowl LI in part because the controversy that the 

advertisements from Super Bowl LI elicited was noteworthy. But the fact that the Super Bowl is 

one of the most – if not the most – popular television events every year,15 also means that it is an 

ideal candidate to explore corporate ideology and messaging. The fact that the audience is so 

large and diverse, and the airtime so expensive, makes it reasonable to assume that 1) the 

commercials are more or less intended for a general audience, and 2) that the narrative and 

stylistic choices made are highly intentional. Being able to analyze the commercials from the 

perspective that – given an especially large audience and a limited amount of time – these 

particular commercials and these particular messages are the ones that company chose to air, is 

a powerful nuance that differentiates Super Bowl advertisements from a typical television ad or 

other form of marketing.      

                                                
15 Rick Porter, “The 100 Most-Watched TV Programs of 2016: Super Bowl 50 Leads by a Mile,” TV By the 

Numbers, Dec. 27, 2016, http://tvbythenumbers.zap2it.com/more-tv-news/the-100-most-watched-tv-programs-of-

2016-super-bowl-50-leads-by-a-mile/. 
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The commercials that were chosen for analysis were those that were consistently 

mentioned as having been political/controversial in mainstream publications such as the New 

York Times, the Los Angeles Times, and the Washington Post, as well as the industry publication 

Advertising Age.16 Although the methodology in selecting the commercials was far from 

scientific, the consistency with which the commercials were identified provided confidence that 

the sample chosen was large enough to adequately gauge the reaction to the commercials. 

Based on this research, four commercials were chosen: Airbnb’s “We Accept” 

commercial, Budwesier’s (Anheuser-Busch) “Born the Hard Way” commercial, Coca-Cola’s 

“Together is Beautiful” commercial, and 84 Lumber’s “The Entire Journey” commercial.17 For 

84 Lumber’s commercial, the longer, full-length version (“The Entire Journey”) was analyzed 

rather than the shortened version that actually aired during the game (“The Journey Begins”) –

first, because the Fox Network forced the company to edit key elements of the commercial,18 and 

second, because the shorter version alluded to the full version and encouraged viewers to watch 

the rest online.19  

                                                
16 Sapna Maheshwari, “Super Bowl Commercials Feature Political Undertones and Celebrity Cameos,” The 

New York Times, Feb. 5, 2017, www.nytimes.com/2017/02/05/business/media/commercials-super-bowl-51.html; 
Chris Barton, “Super Bowl LI Proves Dramatic on the Field, Inclusive in Commercials,” The Los Angeles Times, 

Feb. 5, 2017, www.latimes.com/entertainment/tv/la-et-st-super-bowl-tv-story-20170205-story.html; Bethonie Butler 

and Maura Judkis, “The Five Most Political Super Bowl Commercials,” The Washington Post, Feb. 6, 2017, 

www.washingtonpost.com/news/arts-and-entertainment/wp/2017/02/06/the-five-most-political-super-bowl-

commercials/; Poggi, “Super Bowl or Trump Bowl?”.  

 
17 Airbnb, “We Accept”; Budweiser, “Born the Hard Way”; Coca-Cola, “Together is Beautiful”; 84 

Lumber, “The Entire Journey.” 

 
18 Marissa Payne, “84 Lumber Forced to Re-tool Super Bowl Ad Rejected for Depicting Trump’s Border 

Wall,” The Chicago Tribune, Feb. 5, 2017, www.chicagotribune.com/entertainment/tv/ct-84-lumber-super-bowl-ad-
trump-wall-20170205-story.html.  

 
19 Ibid. 
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The social and historical analysis begins in the second chapter, which builds on the 

existing scholarship on corporate political activism done by Korschun et al. (2016) and 

Clemenson (2016).20 It draws significantly from the management science literature on the 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) movement, especially CSR historians Heald (1970) and 

Carroll (2008),21 and the related work of Matten et al. (2003) and Waddell (2000) on the 

theorization of corporate “citizenship.”22 It argues that a long-running historical shift in the 

relationship between corporations and society set the basis for the formation of complex and 

deep-seated corporate “ideologies,” including the formation of normative ideas on social and 

political issues, of which the political themes in the commercials are a manifestation. 

Further themes were drawn from an analysis of the statements of companies, their 

executives, and advertising industry professionals in relation to the commercials from Super 

Bowl LI, which were taken from available online resources, including company websites, public 

statements made by company executives, and articles in which company executives or 

advertising industry professionals were quoted. Examples include a statement made by the 

founders of Airbnb and published on its corporate website, entitled “#weaccept;”23 articles 

published on Coca-Cola’s corporate blog, entitled “America is Beautiful and Coca-Cola is For 

Everyone” and “‘It’s Beautiful’: Coke Debuts Inspiring Ad During Big Game;”24 84 Lumber 

                                                
20 Korschun et al., “Taking a Stand”; Clemenson, “Corporate Political Activism.” 

 
21 Morrell Heald, The Social Responsibilities of Business: Company and Community, 1900-1960 

(Cleveland, OH: The Press of Case Western Reserve University, 1970); Archie Carroll, “A History of Corporate 

Social Responsibility: Concepts and Practices,” in The Oxford Handbook of Corporate Social Responsibility, ed. 

Andrew Crane (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 19-46. 

 
22 Dirk Matten et al., “Behind the Mask: Revealing the True Face of Corporate Citizenship,” Journal of 

Business Ethics 45, no. 1/2 (2003): 109-120; Steve Waddell, “New Institutions for the Practice of Corporate 

Citizenship: Historical, Intersectoral, and Developmental Perspectives,” Business and Society Review 105, no. 1 
(2000), 107-126. 

 
23 “#weaccept,” Airbnb, Feb 5. 2017, https://www.airbnb.com/weaccept. 
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CEO Maggie Hardy Magerko’s interview with People magazine;25 and Meg James’ February 

2017 article in The Los Angeles Times about the commercials, which featured interviews from 

members of the advertising industry.26 

Based on this analysis, three additional themes emerged as having been influential to the 

creation and justification of the commercials, as well as the reactions to them. The first was the 

salience of American identity and “Americanism” in the commercials – as a surface-level topic, 

but also as an expression of a broader ideology and value system by the companies; as a means 

of establishing a connection between the companies, their ideologies, their commercials, and the 

Super Bowl as an event; and as the nexus of the controversy. Such was the inspiration for chapter 

three, which situates the commercials from Super Bowl LI as part of a larger conversation on the 

connection between football, the NFL, and American identity. It builds on previous works that 

examine and critique the NFL as an American cultural phenomenon, including Vogan’s (2014) 

book on NFL Films and its role in NFL’s efforts to associate itself with heroism and American 

identity;27 Oates’ (2017) work, which critiques the themes of masculinity, militarism, and white 

supremacy that are ingrained in cultural representation and understandings of football;28 and 

                                                
24 “America is Beautiful and Coca-Cola is For Everyone,” Coca-Cola Company, last updated Feb. 5, 2017, 

http://www.coca-colacompany.com/stories/america-is-beautiful-and-coca-cola-is-for-everyone; “‘It’s Beautiful’: 
Coke Debuts Inspiring Ad During Big Game,” Coca-Cola Company, last updated Feb. 5, 2017, https://www.coca-

colacompany.com/stories/americaisbeautiful-coke-debuts-inspiring-ad-during-big-game. 

 
25 Rose Minutaglio, “84 Lumber CEO Says Controversial Super Bowl Ad Was Not Pro-Immigration – and 

Trump's Wall 'Represents Security',” People Magazine Online, Feb. 6, 2017, http://people.com/human-interest/84-

lumber-ceo-says-controversial-super-bowl-ad-was-not-pro-immigration-and-trumps-wall-represents-security/. 

 
26 James, “Super Bowl 2017 Ads Navigate Fraught Political Landscape.” 

 
27 Travis Vogan, Keepers of the Flame: NFL Films and the Rise of Sports Media (Urbana, IL: University of 

Illinois Press, 2014). 
 
28 Thomas Oates, Football and Manliness: An Unauthorized Feminist Account of the NFL (Chicago: 

University of Illinois Press, 2017). 
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Levitz (2017) and Zoller-Seitz’s (2011) pieces in New York Magazine and Salon, respectively, 

on the ingrained politics of the NFL.29 

The second was the role of social media in driving political socialization and consumer 

interactions with and perceptions of corporations, which is explored in chapter four. Building on 

the work of social media researchers, practitioners, and theorists, including Seifert (2009), Mohr 

(2017), and Blanchard’s (2011) various works on the impact of “buzz” marketing and responsive 

corporate interaction,30 this section examines the ways in which the rise of social media has 

contributed to the altered relationship between companies and consumers. 

The third and last theme that emerged was the role of the current political moment in 

framing reception of the commercials and shaping the national conversation on American 

identity. This section relies heavily on mainstream media sources like The New York Times and 

CNN to reconstruct the political and social moment which grew out of the months leading up to 

the Super Bowl. However, it places the history within a broader sociological context through the 

examination of polling data and societal trends, especially from the Pew Research Center’s 2014 

report on Political Polarization and Gallup’s “Trust in Institutions” index.31 

 

 

 

                                                
29  Eric Levitz, “How We Can Get Partisan Politics Out of Football,” New York Magazine, Sep. 26, 2017, 

http://nymag.com/daily/intelligencer/2017/09/how-we-can-get-partisan-politics-out-of-football.html; Matt Zoller 

Seitz, “The Super Bowl’s Bloated, Chaotic Spectacle,” Salon, Feb. 7, 2011, 

https://www.salon.com/2011/02/07/super_bowl_10/. 

 
30 Caleb Seifert, “Winning the Super "Buzz" Bowl How Biometrically-Based Emotional Engagement 

Correlates With Online Views and Comments For Super Bowl Advertisements,” Journal of Advertising Research 

49, no. 3 (2009): 293-303; Iris Mohr, “Managing Buzz Marketing in the Digital Age,” Journal of Marketing 

Development and Competitiveness 11, no. 2 (2017): 10-16; Oliver Blanchard, Social Media ROI: Managing and 

Measuring Social Media Efforts in Your Organization (Indianapolis, IN: Que Publishing, 2011). 

 
31 Pew Research Center, “Political Polarization in the American Public,” Jun. 12, 2014, http://www.people-

press.org/2014/06/12/political-polarization-in-the-american-public/; Gallup, “Confidence in Institutions,” accessed 

Jan. 15, 2018, http://news.gallup.com/poll/1597/confidence-institutions.aspx. 
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Chapter One: Textual Analysis of Commercials and Related Commentary 

 

 

The first theme that emerged in the commercials was that (with exception of 84 Lumber 

perhaps) the commercials themselves strayed away from making overt political statements, and 

in some cases, said very little at all. For example, Airbnb’s commercial featured no spoken 

words at all, instead relying the written phrase “We believe no matter who you are, where you’re 

from, who you love, or who you worship, we all belong. The world is more beautiful the more 

you accept. #weaccept”32 Visually, the commercial featured high definition closeup images of 

faces from various combinations of age, gender, and ethnicity with blank expressions. The 

pictures of the faces were often mixed (two half faces next to each other), or moved over top of 

one another as if they were peeling back layers of the same person.  

Contextually, it also important to note that Airbnb’s commercial was very similar in 

content to a previous commercial/video they had made called “Community Commitment,” which 

Airbnb developed in response to allegations of racism within the Airbnb user community.33 

Nevertheless, while the ad itself does not specifically reference any public policies, outside 

statements made by company officials indicate that the commercial was made with political 

intentions in mind. First, Airbnb’s CEO tweeted that the ad space had been bought and the 

advertisement itself produced on Thursday, February 2nd, just three days before the game and 

six days after the announcement of the “travel ban.”34 In addition, along with the release of the 

                                                
32 Airbnb, “We Accept.” 

 
33 David Gianatasio, “Ad of the Day: Airbnb Preaches, and Pleges, Acceptance in Evocative Post-Election 

Ad,” AdWeek, Nov. 11, 2016, http://www.adweek.com/brand-marketing/ad-day-airbnb-preaches-and-pledges-

acceptance-evocative-post-election-ad-174579/. 
 
34 Brian Chesky, Twitter post, Feb. 5, 2017, 11:35 p.m., 

https://twitter.com/bchesky/status/828462187643482112. 
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commercial, Airbnb pledged to provide housing for refugees that had been displaced by the 

travel ban and announced a donation of $4 million to the International Rescue Committee, which 

“supports the most critical needs of displaced populations globally.”35 

Coca-Cola’s “Together is Beautiful” commercial likewise did not contain any explicit 

references to any social or public policies.36 In fact, the commercial was, in its own way, actually 

quite patriotic. Similar to the Airbnb commercial, it featured people from a variety of different 

ages, genders, and ethnicities, showing them engaging in what appear to be fun, lighthearted, or 

loving activities in a diverse set of “American” scenes. These include an older white man tending 

to a horse in a rural area, two young girls watching a movie in a theatre, a group of adolescents 

having a dance competition in an urban park, and a family on a road/camping trip in what 

appears to be the American Southwest, among other things. In the background, the song 

“America the Beautiful” is sang in several different languages by a variety of female voices, 

many of which sound young – giving the impression of purity or innocence.   

This commercial employs a similar theme to the Airbnb commercial; specifically, it 

emphasizes the important role of diversity in the American narrative. However, not only does it 

feature a set of diverse faces, but it also uses a patriotic song sang in multiple languages –

including some, like Spanish and Arabic, which are particularly relevant to ongoing debates 

about immigration, therefore seemingly conveying the idea that immigrants, diversity, and 

American identity are intrinsically intertwined. The idea of the United States being a nation of 

immigrants who meld together under a common shared political/ideological identity is not a new 

trope; rather, the commercial employs an existing narrative about America in a somewhat new 

                                                
35 “#weaccept,” Airbnb, Feb 5. 2017, https://www.airbnb.com/weaccept. 

 
36 Coca-Cola, “Together is Beautiful.” 
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way. Indeed, the commercial seems to make its subtle statement through the prominent featuring 

of “new” immigrants, rather than common images and stories of eurocentric immigration in the 

19th and 20th centuries.  

Like Airbnb’s “We Accept” commercial, this Coca-Cola commercial itself has history 

beyond its showing at Super Bowl LI. In fact, Coca-Cola first aired the same exact commercial 

in 2014 and has since aired it at other “national holidays of patriotism in America, such as July 

4th and Memorial Day, and major moments in national and international sport and entertainment, 

like the football playoffs, New Year’s Eve, and several Olympic Opening Ceremonies.”37 Coca-

Cola stated that the commercial “promotes optimism, inclusion, and celebrates humanity.”38 This 

statement begs the question of whether Coca-Cola felt the need to make such a commercial 

because they felt that the current political environment is lacking in these qualities, or whether 

they simply wanted to tap into a set of universal American values to sell more soft drinks. 

Budweiser’s “Born the Hard Way” addresses the issue of immigration a bit more directly 

in its content than either the Airbnb or the Coca-Cola commercials.39 It shows the story of 

Adolphus Busch, one of the founders of Budweiser’s parent company, Anheuser-Busch, on his 

journey from Germany to the United States. His immigration story follows a familiar American 

immigrant success narrative: he endured hardship to come to an unfamiliar land in search of 

fulfilling his dream of becoming a beer brewer, ultimately meeting his partner Eberhard 

Anheuser in St. Louis. The rest, as they say, is history. However, the commercial does stray a bit 

from the traditional immigrant narrative. There are numerous references to Adolphus Busch’s 

                                                
37 “America is Beautiful and Coca-Cola is For Everyone,” Coca-Cola Company. 
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outsider status, and the rebuke he faced from Americans upon his arrival. In fact, the opening 

line of the commercial (in the background) is “you don’t look like you’re from around here.” 

Then, in the scene where he steps off the boat and is greeted by immigration officials, someone 

yells “you’re not wanted here, go back home!” The commercial concludes with a statement that 

references a more familiar immigrant narrative. Featured under the Anheuser-Busch logo is the 

phrase “When nothing stops your dream, this is the beer we drink.” 

This commercial too features a standard immigrant narrative (hardship in a 

new/unfamiliar place on the way to success), but differs somewhat from expectations by 

emphasizing the fact that the United States was an unwelcoming place for immigrants. Common 

stories of immigrant struggle focus on external factors like poverty or sickness, but rarely speak 

to the ostracization that new arrivals (even ones of white, Northern European descent) faced 

upon arrival. In this way, it seems to be making a statement on the hostility that many of today’s 

immigrant groups face, and perhaps seeks to find parallels between the immigration experiences 

of the ancestry of many White Americans and today’s immigrants. There is also the celebration 

of the potential of immigrants, who in the past have achieved so much (starting a massively 

popular American beer company) even in the face of so much adversity. 

Finally, the commercial that most poignantly addresses the contemporary immigration 

issue out of the commercials that were selected from Super Bowl LI is 84 Lumber’s commercial, 

“The Journey.”40 This commercial features a mother and daughter of undisclosed Latinx 

heritage, waking up and starting their journey to what appears to be the United States. Along the 

way, they face enormous struggle (torrential rain, jumping onto a moving train, and sleeping in 

the desert), but also compassion from the people they meet along the way. The commercial was 
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so controversial (and long) that it had to be split into separate parts: one condensed version for 

the Super Bowl, and the longer version which was featured on a separate website. 

In the full version of the commercial, the mother and daughter are shown reaching a large 

wall that was recently constructed by workers who were also shown in the commercial. The 

mother begins crying in defeat as she stares up at the insurmountable wall that is crushing her 

American dream. Just as she does, however, her daughter pulls out a makeshift American flag 

which she has made by sewing together scraps of plastic from along their journey. This gesture 

gives them the hope to look around the corner, where there is a large door in the wall that they 

open. As they walk through, light beams through the opening, and the commercial ends shortly 

thereafter with the statement “The will to succeed is always welcome here.”  

While the 84 Lumber ad seemed to take the harshest stance out of all the commercials, 84 

Lumber CEO, Maggie Hardy Magerko, said in an interview with People magazine that she had 

actually voted for Trump and that “America needs to be safe so you can I can have the liberty to 

talk … the wall, I think it represents, to me, security. I like security.”41 Like many of the other 

companies and executives, she said that the commercial wasn’t supposed to be “political” or 

“pro-immigration” at all – rather, she says “it’s about individuals … treating people with dignity 

and respect.”42 Rob Schapiro, the chief creative officer at Brunner, the advertising agency that 

worked with 84 Lumber to create the ad, said that “We view it as a patriotic story. If you think of 

liberty’s torch as a beacon of light from the land of opportunity, that’s how we viewed that light 
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coming through the door. Exactly the same as a beacon of light, we are a company of 

opportunity and a land of opportunity.”43 

However, while it is tempting to view this infusion of complex ideological positioning in 

Super Bowl commercials as a new phenomenon, such moves have actually been an integral part 

of advertising for some time. Indeed, there has been a notable trend over the past thirty years 

toward advertisements with more complex storylines and emotions, which seek to associate the 

companies with particular sets of emotions, values, or ideas.  

 One of the earliest – if not the earliest – examples of this trend was Apple’s landmark 

“1984” commercial, which aired during Super Bowl XVIII.44 The ad, which featured a female 

track and field runner running through a dystopian scene which shows people who appear to be 

being controlled by “big brother.” The runner hurls a hammer at the large screen that shows “big 

brother,” and yells “we shall prevail!”45 The ad positions Apple and the Macintosh computer as a 

defender of freedom, and the purchase of a Macintosh computer as an act of rebellion against the 

large, evil power (presumably IBM). Though the advertisement was internally controversial and 

deemed likely to fail, it has since been named as one of the greatest ads of all time.46  

 Later, other companies increasingly embraced Apple’s strategy of associating their 

brands with particular values and ideologies through advertisements. Frequently, during Super 

Bowls, companies attempt to associate their brands with “American” identity and values.  
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During Super Bowl XXXVI, which aired in February 2002 – just months after 9/11 – 

Budweiser aired an ad that showed its famous Clydesdale horses bowing in reverence to a lower 

Manhattan in the distant background.47 This ad, like Apple’s Macintosh ad from 1984 didn’t 

explicitly mention any actual qualities of the product or brand that it was advertising, but rather 

served to associate the Budweiser brand with American identity and solidarity. 

Likewise, in 2012, during Super Bowl XLVI, Chrysler ran an ad featuring Clint 

Eastwood called “Halftime in America.”48 The ad first harkens to familiar themes and imagery 

from the Great Recession, with Clint Eastwood telling viewers “It's halftime in America, too. 

People are out of work and they're hurting. And they're all wondering what they're going to do to 

make a comeback. And we're all scared, because this isn't a game.”49 But luckily, because it’s 

still halftime, there’s still time for a comeback. As Eastwood tells viewers, “This country can't be 

knocked out with one punch. We get right back up again and when we do the world is going to 

hear the roar of our engines. Yeah, it's halftime America. And, our second half is about to 

begin.”50 The ad finishes with Chrysler’s “imported from Detroit,” which thus associates 

Chrysler’s rebound with the country’s as a whole, but also conveys a sense of renaissance in 

design, quality, and innovation that is implied by the “imported” label. By buying a Chrysler 

then, one does not just buy a car, or even just a nice car, but also gets to contribute to a national 

rebirth that’s exemplified by Chrysler and the city of Detroit. 
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The importance of incorporating emotion and ideology in Super Bowl ads is not lost on 

advertising executives that are charged with designing and producing the commercials. When 

asked about the controversial advertisements from Super Bowl LI, Jason Sperling, the creative 

director at the advertising agency Rubin Postaer and Associates, said “We are walking a tight-

rope: We want to get people to smile and also well up with tears — all in 60 seconds. The work 

we are doing right now is a little more aspirational.”51 He continues to say: “If you are not 

creating something that transcends the 50 other ads in the Super Bowl, then you are wasting your 

money. None of us knew that we would be thrown into this much chaos and divisiveness—there 

are benefits and downsides to taking risks. Either the ad feels too light and airy, or it feels like it 

100% dialed in.”52 This reinforces the idea that, in order to appeal to audiences, companies must 

make emotional appeals to customers that underscore their values – otherwise, the commercial 

will lack impact and fall flat. 

 

Chapter Two: The Corporate Social Responsibility Movement and the Formation of 

Corporate Ideology 

 

 

On a broader level, understanding the infusion of ideology (and politics) into Super Bowl 

advertisements requires a discussion of the companies that produced them and the incentives 

they faced. If one were to look solely at reactions from mainstream news media outlets like the 
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New York Times,53 the Washington Post,54 and the Los Angeles Times,55 which focused their 

discussions of the commercials on the intentions of the companies, one may be led to the 

intuitive but simplistic conclusion that this phenomenon is entirely defined by the political 

proselytization of corporate executives.  

However, as the previously mentioned work by Korschun et al. (2016) and Clemenson 

(2017) on corporate political activism points out, the roots of corporate ideology begin much 

earlier in the 20th century with the advent of the corporate social responsibility movement.56 

Scholars such as Heald (1970) have identified the corporate social responsibility movement – a 

movement in which business leaders began to conceive of industry of having responsibilities 

beyond making money for shareholders – as arising, at least initially, out of the excesses of 

corporations in the late 19th century.57 Indeed, some of the earliest examples of the nascent 

corporate social responsibility movement can be seen in Gilded Age robber barons turned 

philanthropists such as oil titan John D. Rockefeller and railroad mogul Cornelius Vanderbilt. 

Rockefeller, perhaps driven by his Baptist religious beliefs, had particularly strong feelings on 

the need for giving back to society – both for individuals and companies. Though probably better 

known for his anticompetitive business practices and sometimes contentious relationship with 

labor, Rockefeller, in a speech to the U.S. Chamber of Commerce in 1918, said “the day has 

passed when the conception of industry as chiefly a revenue producing process can be 

                                                
53 Maheshwari, “Challenge for Super Bowl Commercials: Not Taking Sides, Politically.” 

 
54 Butler and Judkis, “The Five Most Political Super Bowl Commercials.” 

 
55 James, “Super Bowl 2017 Ads Navigate Fraught Political Landscape.” 

 
56 Daniel Korschun et al., “Taking a Stand”; Clemenson, “Corporate Political Activism.” 

 
57 Morrell Heald, The Social Responsibilities of Business: Company and Community, 1900-1960 

(Cleveland, OH: The Press of Case Western Reserve University, 1970), 99.  

 



20 

 

 

maintained … every thoughtful man must concede that the purpose of industry is quite as much 

the advancement of social well-being as the accumulation of wealth.”58 

Thus, even by the late 19th to early 20th centuries, the seeds were sown for a shift toward 

more ideologically conscious companies. However, an important distinction to Rockefeller’s 

approach to social responsibility (relative to modern corporate social responsibility) was that the 

actions of the corporate entity itself were limited to the promotion of “fairness” and the 

balancing the competing priorities of the various constituents involved: stockholders, labor, 

customers, and the public at large.59 As Carroll (2008) writes, corporate philanthropy itself was 

quite limited until the 1930s when companies began to see themselves as “institutions, like the 

government, that had social obligations to fulfill.”60  

It was not until the 1940s and 1950s that the modern idea of corporate social 

responsibility came to the fore. In 1946, Fortune magazine asked business leaders were asked 

about their obligations to things beyond their profit and loss statements. In response to the 

question “Do you think that businessmen should recognize such responsibilities and do their best 

to fulfill them?” over 93% responded in the affirmative.61 The survey also asked executives what 

proportion of businessmen they felt exemplified such principles, to which the majority responded 
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either “about half” or “about three quarters,”62 further solidifying the idea that corporations and 

their leaders had a conception of corporate “trusteeship or stewardship.”63 

By the 1970s, the theoretical basis for what is now broadly defined as “corporate social 

responsibility” was becoming established in management literature. Morrell Heald’s 1970 book, 

The Social Responsibility of Business: Company and Community, 1900-1960, was one of the first 

books to look at the phenomenon of business social “consciousness” as it existed through the 

1960s.64 In 1971, Harold Johnson made one of the first attempts at articulating a precise 

definition of the concept, defining a “socially responsible firm” as “one whose managerial staff 

balances a multiplicity of interests. Instead of striving only for larger profits for its stockholders, 

a responsible enterprise also takes into account employees, suppliers, dealers, local communities, 

and the nation.”65  

Also in 1971, the Committee for Economic Development, a business-led non-profit 

formed in the 1946 to promote “sustainable capitalism, long-term economic growth, efficient 

fiscal and regulatory policy, competitive and open markets, a globally competitive workforce, 

equal economic opportunity, and nonpartisanship in the nation’s interest,”66 published a set of 

principles that conceptualized corporate social responsibility as a series of three concentric 

circles. In the first circle lie the company’s most basic set of economic obligations: producing 
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products, jobs, and economic growth.67  The next layer of social responsibilities included those 

most directly controlled by the company’s actions – for example, environmental conservation 

and responsible labor practices.68 The last circle encompassed those responsibilities which were 

“newly emerging and still amorphous” – those least within the direct control of companies – 

such as concern for poverty and “urban decay.”69 Still, in the 1970s the concept of corporate 

social responsibility was primarily one of theory, not practice.70 Indeed, a survey published in 

1973 by Elibirt and Parket revealed that the corporate social responsibility priorities of 

executives primarily lie in the second concentric circle of the CED’s principles – things such as 

environmental conservation and minority hiring/training – as well as “understandable accounting 

statements, truth in advertising, consumer-oriented label changes,”71 which more closely 

resemble Rockefeller’s early business principle of “fairness.”  

Despite a series of corporate scandals that associated the 1980s primarily with greed, the 

focus on the second concentric circle of CSR continued into the decade, with corporations 

emphasizing environmental responsibility and employee and consumer relations.72 In the 1990s, 

the corporate social responsibility literature evolved to include the concept of “corporate 

citizenship” – a semantic move that did not radically change the underlying principles of 
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corporate social responsibility, but which coincided with a greater emphasis on the outer 

concentric circle as companies became increasingly large and global.73 Importantly, the 1990s 

saw a growing influence and popularity of brands like Patagonia and Ben & Jerry’s which 

established social responsibility as a cornerstone of their brand identities.74 For the largest 

companies, the decade also saw the emergence of dedicated resources toward social 

responsibility initiatives, with philanthropy, community relations, and ethics offices becoming 

more commonplace.75 

In the 21st century, the literature on CSR has shifted away from the theoretical and 

toward the empirical.76 This work, like Korschun et al.’s work on corporate political activism, 

aims to understand the effects that companies’ social responsibility initiatives have on related 

factors, such as reputation, sales, and labor recruitment, and to develop a set of “best practices.” 

Owing to the concerns about sustainability and globalization first established during the 1990s, 

the corporate social responsibility movement has, over “the previous 20 years, but especially in 

the 2000s … [become] a global phenomenon” – going from “virtually unknown [in Europe] a 

decade before” to “one of the most important topics of discussion for business people, 

politicians, trade unionists, consumers, NGOs, and researchers.”77 

The attention that the corporate social responsibility movement has received since the 

1970s – and especially over the past 20 years – shows a clear and consistent trend toward a social 
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expectation that companies be mindful of not only their economic responsibility to shareholders, 

but also their social responsibilities as corporate “citizens.” The reconceptualization of 

corporations as citizens is paramount to understanding the shift toward increasingly ideological 

corporations. “Citizenship” implies membership in a larger, shared community, the responsibility 

to recognize and work toward the betterment of the community, and the agency to make 

normative claims about what society should look like.78 Importantly, it also reframes the 

relationship between other members of the society and the corporation. A corporate “citizen” by 

definition cannot be a neutral, abstract entity. It is an active participant in a complex society with 

competing interests,79 and it must navigate its way through polarizing conversations just as other 

members of the society do.  

The effect of this change is evident not only in the literature, but also in the statements 

and actions of modern companies and their executives. A quick look on the websites of Fortune 

500 companies in industries ranging from retail to finance to consumer goods shows corporate 

social responsibility and corporate citizenship initiatives featured prominently. Wal-Mart, the 

largest corporation by revenue in the world, features “Community Giving” and “Global 

Responsibility” as two of seven headers on its corporate website.80 Elsewhere on the page, 

visitors find highlights of Walmart’s corporate social responsibility efforts, including its efforts 

to tackle the opioid crisis, its $1.4 billion in “cash and in kind” philanthropic contributions, and a 

200 page “Global Responsibility Report.”81 Likewise, Goldman Sachs, the global investment 
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bank, has a tab called “Citizenship” on its homepage,82 which takes visitors to site that highlights 

its own corporate citizenship initiatives, including efforts to promote small business growth, 

support female entrepreneurs, and promote “environmental stewardship,” among other things.83 

It too has published an entire report –the “Environmental, Social and Governance Report” – to 

highlight its “citizenship” efforts to the public.84  

Though both of these companies serve as examples of the increasing importance of 

highlighting corporate social “citizenship,” it is worth noting the mere existence of such 

corporate social responsibility initiatives does not address the question of whether the companies 

implemented them as a result of their own sense of civic duty or moral leadership (pull factors), 

or whether the initiatives were responses to perceptions among the public or other stakeholders, 

like shareholders, that the company’s policies were not properly addressing social concerns 

(push factors).  

For example, does Wal-Mart feel the need to highlight its efforts to promote “economic 

opportunity,” including “programs that advance women’s economic mobility, create 

advancement opportunities for people in retail and related sectors, promote local manufacturing, 

champion supplier diversity and help suppliers and small businesses grow,”85 out of a sense of 

civic duty, or because of well-documented criticisms of Wal-Mart’s low wages and detrimental 
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effect on local small businesses in the markets it enters?86 Similarly, does Goldman seek to 

promote small businesses and female entrepreneurship because of a corporate value system it 

adheres to, or is it in response to the financial services industry’s reputation for being a boys’ 

club that is out of touch and often at odds with the interests of “Main Street?”87  

The reality is that modern corporate social responsibility efforts are probably the result of 

the complex negotiation between “push” and “pull” factors over time. As things such as the 

movement’s origin in the robber barons of the Gilded Age, Fortune’s 1946 survey of business 

executives, and the formation of the Committee for Economic Development shows, there has 

been a clear and consistent “pull” development of a “socially responsible” ethos among 

companies and their executives over time. Once established, however, the idea of socially 

responsible business can also result in society “pushing” companies toward certain goals, forcing 

companies to respond to competitive pressures from more socially responsible companies.  

 In the cases of Wal-Mart and Goldman Sachs, it is also worth noting that neither 

company’s social responsibility initiatives strayed into overtly political territory, instead 

choosing to highlight less controversial topics like economic opportunity and sustainability. 

However, other companies have started to include advocacy for more explicitly political or 

legislative policies in their corporate social responsibility reports. Both Levi Strauss & Co. and 

the Coca-Cola Company have featured their support for finding a permanent solution to Deferred 
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Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program – an issue being actively debated in Congress at 

the time of this writing – on their corporate social responsibility websites.88 The internet giant 

Google has a page called “Google Take Action” which encourages visitors to “stand together to 

shape the future of the internet” by signing up to keep abreast of developments on controversial 

issues such as the preservation of net neutrality, “surveillance reform,” and encrypt ion 

regulation.89  

While corporate political participation – especially in the form of lobbying – isn’t itself a 

new phenomenon, what is unique about these statements is that they are public-facing and 

reference issues that aren’t directly tied to their bottom lines. Levi’s and Coca-Cola stand to 

benefit on the margins from immigration reform, at least inasmuch workers who are not United 

States citizens contribute to each company’s bottom line, and Google certainly has a financial 

interest in keeping the internet as free, open, and trustworthy as possible, but none of these issues 

are likely to significantly alter the economic situation of the companies involved.  

Indeed, in their statements on DACA, both Levi’s and Coca-Cola tended to emphasize 

the human aspect of the issue, rather than just the economic impact. For example, Levi’s’ 

statement proclaimed that “We must protect Dreamers and their aspirations to seize the 

opportunities that America affords,”90 – a statement which invokes the idea of the “American 

Dream” as a means of emphasizing the personal impact that DACA has on its recipients, and 
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drawing a parallel between Dreamers and immigrants of the past. Likewise, Coca-Cola’s 

statement featured interviews from Coca-Cola employees who are DACA recipients, 

highlighting the personal challenges they faced because of their immigration status and the 

contributions that they make to the company and its mission. Indeed, as the increasing emphasis 

on corporate “citizenship” might suggest, these positions are framed by the companies as being 

in the common interest. As participating “citizens,” they are using their resources and influence 

to project normative claims about what values the society should prioritize, irrespective of 

whether the economic impact of the legislation on their businesses will be significant or not. 

At the same time, as companies’ collective “voices” have become more important and 

influential, so too have those of their executives. As Khurana (2002) writes, since the 1970s there 

has been a marked swing toward the rise of the “celebrity CEO” as “the press has … turned 

CEOs – once as unknown to the American public as their secretaries, chauffeurs, and shoe 

shiners – into a new category of American celebrity.”91 The rise of the American celebrity CEO 

has factored into the rise of charismatic leadership of American corporations, which further 

cements their roles as ideological entities. Celebrity CEOs, like other celebrities, have a social 

expectation to have a public personality and opinion, and because they are CEOs, this public 

personality and opinion becomes inherently associated with the companies they lead.  

Examples of today’s celebrity CEOs include the likes of Bill Gates, who founded and 

formerly ran the software giant Microsoft; Mark Zuckerberg, the founder and CEO of Facebook; 

and Jamie Dimon, the Chairman and CEO JPMorgan Chase, one of the largest banks in the 

world. Each of these CEOs commands the attention of the press, those who follow their 
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respective industries, and often the public, allowing them to shape the conversation around a 

variety of issues.  

For example, Bill Gates, along with his wife, Melinda Gates, used their wealth and 

influence to found the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation in 2000. Through the Gates 

Foundation, the Gates’ have made significant contributions to global economic development, 

global health, and education access in the United States. As testament to his influence and 

knowledge in these areas, Bill Gates – a computer scientist and former tech executive – has been 

called to testify before Congress in areas as far ranging as funding for scientific and 

technological research, Federal support for international aid, and ways to make American 

business more competitive. Though he became known for computers, the elevated status he 

achieved as an innovator and powerful CEO has elevated him to be a credible source on a wide 

variety of domestic and international policy issues.  

Mark Zuckerberg, another tech founder and CEO, has likewise amassed notoriety and 

influence over the course of Facebook’s meteoric rise to one of the largest tech companies in the 

world. Unlike Bill Gates, however, Zuckerberg’s influence has come somewhat less voluntarily. 

Because Facebook has become so central to how people around the world socialize, share 

information, and receive news, it has become something of an information gatekeeper – a role 

which has placed its practices under increasing scrutiny. In the wake of revelations that the 

Russian government placed divisive advertisements on Facebook that aimed to influence the 

2016 United States Presidential election, Mark Zuckerberg was forced to release a statement 

outlining the steps that Facebook was taking in response to the advertisements.92 Just months 
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later, in April of 2018, Zuckerberg was called to testify before Congress after it was revealed that 

Cambridge Analytica, a political consulting firm with ties to Donald Trump, improperly received 

the personal data of 87 million Facebook users, including “public profile information, birthdates, 

current city, and page likes.”93 Facebook, and Zuckerberg as its leader, have in fact become such 

powerful political and social institutions that Zuckerberg, in his Congressional testimony, was 

asked more than once to answer for something as profoundly fundamental as the company’s 

“role in our democracy.”94 At other times, Zuckerberg has used his platform to air his support for 

or disagreement with public policies, including a permanent solution to the DACA program, and 

disagreement with the “travel ban” of early 2017.95  

Jamie Dimon, though perhaps less widely known by the general public than Bill Gates or 

Mark Zuckerberg, nevertheless holds immense influence and power as the CEO of JPMorgan 

Chase, the largest bank in the United States by assets. Recently, he has been an outspoken critic 

of the Trump administration and the state of U.S. politics generally. In July 2017, Dimon 

received extensive press coverage after lamenting the state of the U.S. political system in an 

earnings call, saying “it’s almost an embarrassment being an American citizen and traveling 

around the world and listening to the stupid s--- [sic] we have to deal with in this country.”96 
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Later, in August, Dimon supported a decision to disband President Trump’s “Strategic and 

Policy Forum” – a policy roundtable consisting of business leaders, including Dimon – after 

President Trump equated white supremacists with counter-protestors after violence broke out 

between the two groups during a white supremacist rally in Charlottesville, Virginia.97 In a 

widely quoted email sent to JPMorgan Chase employees, Dimon said “I strongly disagree with 

President Trump’s reaction to the events that took place in Charlottesville … there is no room for 

equivocation here: the evil on display by these perpetrators of hate should be condemned and has 

no place in a country that draws strength from our diversity and humanity.”98 

The emergence of the politically active “celebrity CEO” is emblematic of the rise of the 

ideological corporation. As the human faces and leaders of the large organizations they run, their 

rise to prominence serves as a parallel to the broader shift toward more ideological corporations. 

Not only does a socially conscious CEO undoubtedly “push” their company toward being more 

socially conscious through their leadership powers, but their visibility also creates an expectation 

that they will continue to take positions on social and political issues, resulting in a “pull” factor 

that can drive the CEO and their company toward political and social engagement. In a sense, 

CEOs as cultural icons take on the role of moral and cultural thought leaders, and so too do their 

companies by extension. Thus, the rise of celebrity of CEOs is both a component and a driving 

factor in increasingly socially conscious and ideological companies.  

While many reactions to commercials from Super Bowl LI seem to express surprise or 

disapproval of companies incorporating political ideology into their messaging, the history of the 
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evolution of corporate identity leads to the conclusion that such moves should not be considered 

new or surprising. Indeed, over the past 30 to 40 years, broader changes that have altered the 

relationship between companies and society have all but forced companies to accept their role as 

active “citizens.” Americans have increasingly pushed and incentivized companies to be socially 

conscious entities that participate in national conversations – on business practices, on the 

environment, on labor relations, on economic development, and public policies. The 

commercials from Super Bowl LI should be seen as an unsurprising – if not inevitable 

consequence – of a historical arc toward active and personalistic companies.  

 

Chapter Three: Football, the NFL, and American Identity 

 

 

While baseball has long been called “America’s pastime,” the reality is that football has 

been America’s favorite sport since 1972, with 37% of Americans saying that football was their 

favorite sport to watch in 2017, compared with 11% for basketball and 9% for baseball – its two 

nearest competitors.99 Furthermore, despite the National Football League’s repeated attempt to 

export the sport’s popularity outside of the United States, the sport has largely failed to gain 

traction outside of the United States, arguably making it a uniquely American phenomenon.100 

Besides its widespread popularity in the United States, football has taken on the role as 

the de facto American pastime because of its deeply rooted association with American cultural 

ideas on values and identity. Even the casual observer of an NFL game will immediately be 
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struck by the association between the NFL and American militarism and patriotism. The games 

frequently begin with fantastical displays of militaristic patriotism: dramatic renditions of the 

Star-Spangled Banner, field-sized American flags held by the National Guard, and military jet 

flyovers. The Super Bowl, as the culmination of the National Football League’s season and the 

most-watched television event of the year,101 has become the apotheosis of spectacle, splendor, 

and the realization of the NFL mythology.  

As scholar Travis Vogan writes in Keepers of the Flame: NFL Films and the Rise of 

Sports Media, the rise of the NFL’s mythology – its popularity and association with heroism, 

spectacle, and American identity – was no accident: it was the creation of a deliberate public 

relations and branding campaign that came to the fore in the 1960s under NFL commissioner 

Pete Rozelle.102 The strong popularity of football in the United States, along with a concerted 

effort by the National Football League to romanticize and associate the sport with traditional 

American ideals on morality, work ethic, and heroism, have inextricably linked the sport to 

popular notions of American identity. Thus, despite claims that the commercials from Super 

Bowl LI represented a lamentable intrusion of politics into a previously apolitical space,103 the 

truth is that the NFL and the sport of football itself has long been associated with a certain kind 

of political agenda. 

As such, advertisers in the Super Bowl naturally seek to associate themselves with the 

themes already associated with football and expected by fans – namely, those connected with 
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American identity. The efforts of advertisers to associate their brands with football and the 

American ideals on hard work, diversity, resiliency, and the immigrant narrative that are 

associated with the sport are evident in the controversial commercials from Super Bowl LI. And 

while this association should not be taken as surprising, given the cultural association between 

football, the National Football League, and American identity, as well as the historical use of 

such themes in Super Bowl commercials, the particular moment in which the commercials aired 

almost ensured that they would end up in controversial territory because the ideals central 

American identity itself is no longer uncontroversial or unambiguous. 

In its early days, the National Football League, which was founded in 1920 in Canton, 

Ohio, was not financially stable and was outflanked by both baseball and college football in 

popularity.104 An early NFL executive, Bert Bell, took over the league in 1946 and began 

instituting a set of reforms to sure up the league’s reputation and future. Bell consolidated most 

of the teams into major cities to ensure their financial viability, began the tradition of airing the 

league’s games on television, and sought to clean up the league’s reputation by downplaying 

football’s violent attributes and by dissociating the sport with gambling.105 In 1958, during the 

last year of Bell’s chairmanship, the first NFL championship to be nationally televised was 

played between the Baltimore Colts and the New York Giants at Yankee Stadium. Later dubbed 

“the greatest game ever played,” the game ended with an astonishing game-winning eighty-six 

yard drive by Johnny Unitas and the Baltimore Colts in overtime – arguably marking the 

beginning of the NFL’s meteoric rise to success.106 
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However, while Bert Bell’s improvements went a long way toward making the NFL what 

it is today, when Pete Rozelle took over the chairmanship in 1960, the league was still far from 

financially sound.107 Rozelle, who had previously spent five years working as a PR Specialist 

and later, General Manager, for the Los Angeles Rams, established himself as a shrewd 

businessman and public relations and brand image expert while working for the Rams.108  

As commissioner of the NFL, he continued Bert Bell’s project of stabilizing the NFL, 

focusing on shifting the NFL from a simple sports franchise to a multifaceted, revenue-producing 

entertainment company, modeling his efforts after the Walt Disney Company’s diversification 

from a simple media company to an “entertainment empire.”109 One of the first and most 

important things that Rozelle did as NFL commissioner was to restructure the revenue model of 

the league into a revenue-sharing model, whereby teams split revenues from television and 

merchandise royalties.110 This altered the nature of the relationship between the teams in the 

NFL, making them competitors on the field but partners in the overall success of the league as an 

entertainment company.111 As Rozelle quipped to the New York Times in 1982, “While the 

NFL’s teams are clearly competitors on the field, they are co-producers in producing and 

marketing. In this regard, they are not competitors; they are partners acting together in a common 

enterprise.”112 The reconceptualization of the NFL as an entertainment company rather than 
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simply a sports league was one of the first and most important moves in establishing the NFL as 

a corporate entity with a defined identity and ideology. As Rozelle recognized, maintaining the 

financial viability of the NFL was at least as much about selling the league and the sport as it 

was about adding teams and attracting players.  

Continuing with the theme of the “Disney-fication” of the NFL, the image-conscious 

Rozelle founded both NFL Properties, which sought to solidify the NFL’s brand and expand its 

fan base through brand licensing contracts, and NFL Films, which sought to document the 

league’s history and craft its story through the production of narrative films, documentaries, and 

TV specials. The NFL did its first licensing deal with Roy Rogers Enterprises, with whom 

Rozelle had previously worked with while at the Los Angeles Rams in 1958, eventually 

expanding its partnerships to several other companies, which distributed NFL and team-branded 

bobbleheads, cups, and other memorabilia.113 The new merchandise, which was the first major 

expansion of sports memorabilia since the creation of baseball pennants and hats, increased the 

NFL’s mindshare and brand, and helped to expand its demographic reach to new audiences, like 

women and children.114  

In 1961, the NFL partnered with the Ford Motor Company to create its annual “Punt, 

Pass, and Kick” competition, which, along with a book series by the same name, sought to 

expand the NFL’s reach with children by teaching them the fundamentals of the game and 

introducing them to the league’s mythology.115 However, Rozelle’s publicity efforts were not 

just about expanding the NFL’s fan base through exposure to the sport. Like Bert Bell before 
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him, Rozelle knew that establishing and maintaining the league’s image as a family-friendly and 

socially responsible would be key to its ongoing success. The “Punt, Pass, and Kick” partnership 

not only garnered the interest of a new fan demographic, but also positioned the NFL as a 

responsible corporation because it was encouraging kids to read and get exercise.116 Similarly, in 

1973, Rozelle founded NFL Charities, which quickly established a relationship with the non-

profit leadership and community development organization United Way – a relationship that 

remains intact today. Solidifying the league’s role as a corporate citizen and integral part of 

American life, in 1969, the league published Fifty Years: A Celebration of the National Football 

League in its Fiftieth Season, a coffee-table book that was dedicated to “the American spirit, 

which has invented this most courageous, complex, and creative game to reflect and to challenge 

itself.”117 

Perhaps most consequential to the formation of the NFL’s ideology, however, was the 

establishment of NFL Films. NFL Films was founded by Ed Sabol in 1962 as Blair Motion 

Pictures. The company started out as a hobby for Ed Sabol, who, prior to serving in World War 

II, had dabbled in film and acting while in college. After receiving a motion picture camera as a 

wedding gift, he became an avid amateur filmmaker and frequently recorded his son Steve’s high 

school and college football games.118  

His hobby turned into a serious venture when, in 1962, he won the rights to record the 

1962 NFL Championship Game. The product, titled Pro Football’s Longest Day, departed 
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significantly previous NFL highlight films, which had depicted football “in the way of college 

contests – bobby soxers and pennant-wavers,”119 and instead made a “war movie” that 

“portrayed a theme that could easily translate with any viewer whether they were a football fan 

or not – David vs. Goliath; the small-town city of Green Bay vs. the mighty Big Apple of New 

York City.”120  

The film achieved its effect through a combination superior filmography and film-like 

editing and narration. Sabol and his team were able to engage viewers by bringing them directly 

into the action. Rather than showing just the highlights of the plays from a birds-eye view, 

Sabol’s film captured the “bloody fingers of the lineman, the clouds of breath on the cold, clear 

day, the chewed-up turf, [and] Gale Sayers pulling away from the last defender like a driver who 

had discovered a seventh gear.”121 They included in-game audio, like running back Gale Sayers’ 

saying “sixteen inches of daylight, that’s all I need,”122 that humanized the players and projected 

their play as not merely a game, but rather an epic battle between heroic fighters. All of this was 

further complemented by voiceover narration by John Facenda, who Ed Sabol’s son Steve later 

called “the voice of God,”123 explaining the game and the roles of the players in similar strategic, 

militaristic, and heroic terms. He tells viewers that the game of football is not just any game, it’s 

                                                
119 Ibid. 

 
120 “Sabol’s First Game,” Pro Football Hall of Fame, Jul. 31, 2011, 

http://www.profootballhof.com/news/sabol-s-first-game/. 

 
121 Cohen, “They Taught America to Watch Football.”  

 
122 Pro Football’s Longest Game: The 1962 Championship Game in New York, (1963, Mount Laurel, NJ: 

Blair Motion Pictures), quoted in Cohen, “They Taught America to Watch Football.”  

 
123 Steve Sabol, quoted in Cohen, “They Taught America to Watch Football.”  

 



39 

 

 

“A uniquely American game with a history as rich and as rugged as the country in which it was 

born.”124  

Sabol’s work so impressed NFL commissioner Pete Rozelle, who remarked that the film 

was “ … not a highlight film, it [was] a real movie,”125 that Rozelle convinced the NFL’s team 

owners to buy Sabol out of the company in 1964 for $280,000.126 With Sabol and his son, Steve, 

at the helm, NFL Films began recording every game, amassing hours of footage which it edited 

into dozens of films, documentaries, and TV spots that aggrandized the history and entertainment 

value of football and the NFL.  

The footage that NFL Films captured became both a historical record of the league and 

an instrument of ideology and propaganda. Like its first work, Pro Football’s Longest Day, NFL 

Films’ works did not simply recount the games, the league, or the careers of its players as a 

series of historical events, they crafted a narrative and told a story that made football much more 

than just a game. As Salon writer Matt Zeitz wrote in 2011, NFL Films is “an outfit that could 

make even a tedious stalemate seem as momentous as the battle for the Alamo.”127  

The mythology of the NFL – its association with militarism, heroism, and American is as 

complex as it is pervasive. The activities of the NFL’s subsidiaries, including NFL Films and 

NFL Properties, show a clear effort on the part of the NFL to establish itself as an “American” 

game. It is American in the literal sense that it is a homegrown sport, but it is also American in 

the sense that it is rough and rugged – the players are not merely playing a game, they are in an 
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epic warlike battle for valor and the pride of themselves and their fans. It is American because 

the game is the perfection of egalitarianism – the team with the most athleticism and the most 

heart wins, regardless of the color or creed of the players. Similarly, it is American because 

enjoyment of the sport transcends identity – women, children, and people of all ages, races, and 

socioeconomic backgrounds can root for their hometown team on gameday. And, of course, it is 

American because the league, its teams, and its players are model citizens – they are patriotic, 

they provide wholesome entertainment, they volunteer in the community, they donate to good 

causes, and they serve as positive role models for the children.  

The association of the NFL with these various aspects of American identity might have 

been initially formed decades ago, but they are still relevant and present today. Perhaps the most 

visible manifestation of these themes is the connection between football and 

militarism/patriotism. On the field, coaches on the sidelines develop strategies and call plays, 

like generals leading their armies into battle. The players then execute the plan, physically 

engaging the opposing team like soldiers on the battlefield.  

The analogy between football gameplay and warfare is complemented by the 

performance of actual military tributes and rituals before, between, and after gameplay. Indeed, 

Tackling Paid Patriotism, a 2015 joint oversight report released by Senators John McCain and 

Jeff Flake, revealed that the United States Department of Defense was paying NFL teams (as 

well as other professional sports teams) to incorporate military rituals as part of game 

performances.128 The report found that, between 2012 and 2015, the Department of Defense 
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spent $53 million on marketing and promotional contracts with professional sports teams, often 

for the privilege of performing military tributes, including:  

On-field color guard, enlistment and reenlistment ceremonies, performances of the 

national anthem, full-field flag details, ceremonial first pitches and puck drops. The 

National Guard paid teams for the “opportunity” to sponsor military appreciation nights 

and to recognize its birthday. It paid the Buffalo Bills to sponsor its Salute to the Service 

game. DOD even paid teams for the “opportunity” to perform surprise welcome home 

promotions for troops returning from deployments and to recognize wounded warriors.129  

 

What is interesting, however, is that underlying the main point of the report – that paying 

to incorporate military activities into sporting events is a misuse of taxpayer money – is not that 

the activities themselves are frivolous or unnecessarily extravagant, but rather that compensating 

teams for including them makes the activities disingenuous.  In the opening letter of the report, 

Senators McCain and Flake write:  

By paying for such heartwarming displays like recognition of wounded warriors, surprise 

homecomings, and on-field enlistment ceremonies, these displays lost their luster. 

Unsuspecting audience members became the subjects of paid-marketing campaigns rather 

than simply bearing witness to teams’ authentic, voluntary shows of support for the brave 

men and women who wear our nation’s uniform. This not only betrays the sentiment and 

trust of fans, but casts an unfortunate shadow over the genuine patriotic partnerships that 

do so much for our troops, such as the National Football League’s Salute to the Service 

campaign.130  

 

This quote reinforces the idea that fans have an expectation for such displays, but that their 

expectation is the result of a belief that there is some genuine connection between sports and 

patriotism, not because they believe that they are being sold a narrative as a part of a coordinated 

marketing campaign. 

 Underneath all the jingoistic displays of reverence for the military, however, is the idea 

that the patriotism ingrained in the cultural understanding of sport is really a proxy for the idea 
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that football is a source of unity and an embodiment of national values. This is perhaps most 

evident when the patriotism and corresponding feelings of unity break down, as it did during the 

NFL “kneeling controversy” of 2016 and 2017. The controversy began in 2016, when San 

Francisco 49ers quarterback Colin Kaepernick chose not to stand during the playing of the 

national anthem in protest of racial inequality and police brutality in the United States.131 His 

actions started a trend, with a handful of other NFL players joining him in kneeling during the 

playing of the national anthem at games in the 2016 and 2017 NFL seasons.132  

While some on the left praised the players’ actions for bringing attention to an important 

issue,133 the players quickly drew the ire of those on the political right, including President 

Donald Trump, who tweeted that “The issue of kneeling has nothing to do with race. It is about 

respect for our Country, Flag and National Anthem. NFL must respect this!”134 By recasting the 

actions of the players as not a form political protest – which was the purpose that the players 

explicitly expressed – but rather as a pointless act of disrespect for national symbols and military 

veterans, the president was able to turn a large portion of the public against the players. Indeed, a 

set of polls compiled by the polling analysis website FiveThirtyEight showed that a plurality of 

Americans disagreed with the protests, with respondents more likely to disagree with the protests 
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if they were white, a registered Republican, or if they believed that the protests were about 

national symbols like the flag or national anthem (as opposed to racism or police brutality).135 

Thus, by disrupting the sacred patriotic rituals that are ingrained in the performance of 

professional sports, the players were not just engaging in a form of peaceful political protest – a 

value that is American – but instead were needlessly sowing discord by disrespecting American 

values in a context in which they are sacred. The players had thus not only made the mistake of 

disrespecting national symbols, but also of disrupting the sense of unity that they represent. As 

the Editorial Board of the Wall Street Journal wrote in a piece entitled “The Politicization of 

Everything”:  

American democracy was healthier when politics at the ballpark was limited to fans 

booing politicians who threw out the first ball – almost as a bipartisan obligation. This 

showed a healthy skepticism toward the political class. But now the players want to be 

politicians and use their fame to lecture other Americans, the parsons of the press corps 

want to make them moral spokesmen, and the President wants to run against the players. 

The losers are the millions of Americans who would rather cheer for their teams on 

Sunday as a respite from work and the other divisions of American life.136 
 

The fundamental problem then, is that by protesting and disrespecting national symbols, the 

players have allegedly imported politics and divisiveness into an area of American life that it 

does not belong. Of course, as New York Magazine writer Eric Levitz rightly points out, this is an 

ironic and hypocritical charge, since the very existence of military pageantry in professional 

sports games is proof of a political and ideological disposition.137 
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 It is clear, then, that to the viewers of spectator sports like football, the games take on a 

meaning that transcends the sport itself. Over the course of its history, the NFL has made a 

concerted effort to establish football as much more than a game: it is a national pastime, 

complete with recognizable symbolisms that stand in as a representation of American character 

and identity. The disruption of the sense of social harmony caused by recent political protests is 

not the result of inserting ideology where it did not exist before, as many seem to believe, but 

rather is proof that a complex ideology was already present in the cultural meaning of football.

 This controversy parallels the claims made about the commercials from Super Bowl LI. 

While many people felt that they were injecting politics into football, closer inspection reveals 

that they made use of themes of American identity that were already present in football. 

Connecting brand identity to American identity in the context of football makes sense not only 

because the game itself is already rife with American mythology, but also because such uses 

have already been established.  

During Super Bowl XXXVI, which aired on February 3, 2002 – just months after the 

terrorist attacks of September 11th, 2001 – Budweiser aired an unnamed ad in memoriam of the 

attacks. In the commercial, Budweiser’s iconic Clydesdale horses make their way from their 

stable in rural America to New York, where they are shown crossing the Brooklyn Bridge before 

bowing their heads in respect in front of the Manhattan skyline.138  

Likewise, in 2012, during halftime of Super Bowl XLVI, Chrysler ran its “Halftime in 

America” advertisement. The ad, which features actor Clint Eastwood as narrator, describes a 

downtrodden America – one which is struggling and divided in the wake of the Great Recession, 
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and wondering “how it’s going to make a comeback.”139 He tells viewers that Detroit, too, knows 

something about being downtrodden, alluding to the toll that the Great Recession had on the 

United States’ domestic automakers. Likening America’s (and Detroit’s) story to a football 

game, he tells viewers that it’s “halftime in America,” and that like always, “we” will remember 

what’s important and focus on what makes us great – setting us up for a comeback in the second 

half. In Detroit’s case, this has led to a sort of renaissance and rebuilding – a newfound sense of 

style in luxury that leads to the tagline “imported from Detroit.”140 Thus, by buying a Chrysler, 

viewers can participate in the renaissance – stylistically and economically.  

The tendency to associate brands with American identity in Super Bowl commercials is 

further corroborated by statements made by both the companies who advertise and the 

advertising executives that help them craft their message. For example, Coca-Cola, in a statement 

made about its ad, “Together is Beautiful,” pointed out the advertisement had been previously 

placed in events that had similar ideological associations as football and the NFL. The company 

stated that the advertisement “celebrates Coca-Cola moments among all Americans and features 

snapshots of American families,” and that it has run during “national holidays of patriotism in 

America, such as July 4th and Memorial Day, and major moments in national and international 

sport and entertainment, like the football playoffs, New Year’s Eve, and several Olympic 

Opening Ceremonies.”141  

Likewise, marketing researchers have found that, in the Super Bowl, advertisements that 

make use of emotional appeal and connection to American identity are more effective with 
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audiences. As marketing research Charles Taylor writes in his piece, “Some Interesting Findings 

About Super Bowl Advertising”: 

From ads depicting Super Bowl parties, to those showing parades, American athletic 

stars, cowboys, or Budweiser’s Clydesdales, one strategy that seems to work more often 

than not in Super Bowl advertising is for large U.S. brands such as Coca-Cola, 

McDonald’s Heinz, Pepsi, Chevrolet, and Budweiser invoking local “American culture” 

images in their advertising. Our research is showing that ads that invoke iconic American 

images with a focus on heritage tend to perform above the average.142 
 

The mythology of football, the NFL, and the Super Bowl thus provide an important 

backdrop when considering the intent and impact of the controversial commercials from Super 

Bowl LI. Regardless of the macro factors that may have affected corporate messaging – the 

widespread development of corporate ideology, the changing relationship between consumers 

and corporations brought on by social media, or the contemporary political situation – the fact 

that these commercials aired during the Super Bowl is a critical element to understanding the 

intent and impact that they had. Football itself has deep and wide-ranging cultural meanings and 

impact – most of which are ultimately tied to conceptions of American identity or values. This 

has long provided advertisers myths and themes to work with that would be recognizable to 

viewers and which would attach their brands to the positive associations between the sport and 

American identity. While many found the commercials to be unnecessarily politically pointed, 

the truth is that whether fans recognized it or not, football has long been associated with a 

particular kind of politics and ideology, it just happened to be one that was nationalistic. At this 

particular political moment, brands found themselves in hot water even as they attempted to 
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engage familiar themes of Americanism because notions of American identity – who and what 

are American – happened to be controversial.  

Chapter Four: Social Media and Social Discourse 

 

 

 Just as innovations like the telegraph, telephone, and the television before it, computers 

and the internet have fundamentally altered the way that people receive and share information 

and connect with one another. Modern technology has enveloped humanity in an overwhelming 

and ever-present web of information, especially in the wake of the rise of social media platforms 

like Twitter and Facebook. And while social media sites initially started as a way to keep up with 

friends – through the sharing of photos, life events, and everyday life “status” updates – today 

social media is an all-consuming activity that has fundamentally changed the way that humans 

socialize.143  

 Innovations like the ability to “like” or endorse pages and to share content from other 

pages or third-party websites has made social media websites the place for people to not only 

share actual events in their lives, but also to communicate their preferences, experiences, and 

opinions.144 On a peer-to-peer level, this means that social media users can engage in discussion 

about topics ranging from the news, to politics, to products that they’ve bought with any number 

of their “friends,” followers, or other social media connections, as well as with strangers from 

across the world.145 Thus, these conversations are no longer confined to the realm of the 

personal, face-to-face interactions. The implication of this is not only that people can engage in 
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the conversation with an ever-larger number of people, but also that whatever limitations that 

norms surrounding interpersonal communication imposed on the tone and nature of the 

discussion have been removed.146 

Unsurprisingly, companies quickly took notice of social media’s popularity potential as a 

medium for connecting with consumers. Social media offered advertisers something they had 

never had access to before: an interactive, two-way conversation between them and 

consumers.147 In a traditional advertising model, a company can purchase space or time on a 

radio station, television network, or webpage and display their advertisement to consumers who 

happen to be listening to the station or viewing the webpage. In this model, advertisers have 

limited ability to know how their ads are received and whether they are effective. In the social 

media world, however, companies can create their own pages and share information just like a 

person can. When consumers interact with the company’s social media content, they can get real 

time personal feedback on its effect – they can count the likes, view the number of times the post 

has been shared, and read and respond to the comments.148 This makes social media a much 

more dynamic platform for corporate messaging. Indeed, as Nitins and Burgess (2014) write, the 

two-way, dialogical nature of social media represented a “disruption” in traditional advertising 

paradigms and the relationship between “brand owners, consumers, competitors, and other 

stakeholders.”149 
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 From the perspective of consumers, however, this type of corporate interaction fit in 

seamlessly with the way they already used social media. Consumers were already utilizing social 

media to discuss their perspectives on companies and products, and having companies join the 

conversation directly was a natural evolution. Consumers can choose to stay abreast of brands 

they like and products they care about and can provide input and feedback on their preferences 

and consumption experiences directly with the social media accounts that are managed by the 

companies. 

 The rise of social media has thus altered the nature of socialization among people, as well 

as their relationship with companies in important ways. The conversations on social media are 

varied, constant, and unmoored by norms of face-to-face communication. And corporations (as 

well as other formerly abstract entities) are increasingly active players in this ongoing 

conversation. The combined effect of this is to fundamentally alter the relationship between 

consumers and entities like corporations. As active participants in a new online conversation, 

they have become increasingly personal – departing from their status as neutral third parties and 

entering territory that places them on an equal social field as any other social media user. In a 

sense, then, social media has actually made corporations like “people,”150 which fundamentally 

changes the expectations that consumers have of them and their messaging.  

 Companies first began to embrace social media as an integral part of any complete 

marketing strategy in the 2000s, when they began experimenting with things like user-generated 

content and direct interaction to produce lasting “buzz” for their marketing campaigns.151 “Buzz” 
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marketing relies on spreading information through word-of-mouth, whereby individuals share 

their own experiences and opinions about a product directly, thereby influencing the opinion of 

others.152 The sharing of opinions among people, as opposed to the one-way telling of a 

traditional advertisement, is important to the success of buzz marketing campaigns because 

people place a high level of trust in recommendations received from friends or family.153  

 Although early buzz marketing relied on giving samples to actual consumers in the hopes 

of starting a word-of-mouth buzz, today companies increasingly rely on the use of digital viral 

marketing campaigns.154 These campaigns, which harness the power of social media websites 

like Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube, seek to replicate the “viral” spread of digital content that 

was first pioneered by such overnight internet sensations as Justin Bieber or Susan Boyle, who 

became famous after videos of them singing went viral on the internet. In the case of companies, 

the goal is to create a snappy advertisement or “adver-game” that catches consumers’ attention 

and gets them to discuss the brand or product.155  

 Such viral marketing techniques were on display in the advertisements that aired during 

Super Bowl LI. For example, Airbnb’s advertisement, “#weaccept,” made the use of a hashtag, 

which are used to “tag” related conversations on social media websites, directly in its title.156 The 

use of the hashtag in the title of the advertisement is an overture to the “viral” nature of the 
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internet, as hashtags themselves frequently go viral when they become the way to tag one’s own 

posts as part of a broader conversation. By using a hashtag, Airbnb was not only identifying 

itself as an active participant in the types of discourse that frequently occur on social media sites, 

but was also attempting to frame its ad as a part of a larger conversation.  

 Similarly, the condensed version of 84 Lumber’s commercial that actually aired during 

the Super Bowl, “The Journey Begins,” encouraged viewers to watch the full version of the 

commercial on a website it had created for the campaign.157 While this strategy did not directly 

take advantage of traditional social media channels, it still leveraged the internet as a way of 

generating continuing interest and engagement with viewers, thus similarly working to generate 

“buzz” for the campaign and the company.  

 More recently, companies have taken to connecting with consumers on a more personal 

level and generating buzz through informal interactions – which are wholly unrelated to their 

brand, products, or any specific marketing campaign – on their social media accounts. One of the 

companies at the forefront of this trend is the fast food restaurant Wendy’s, whose social media 

team is notorious for sending off sassy tweets to both its competitors and the consumers who 

interact with its account.  

For example, when one Twitter user asked Wendy’s “can you find me the nearest 

Mcdonalds [sic],” Wendy’s responded with only the picture of a trash can.158 In another instance, 

when McDonald’s corporate Twitter account seemed to have mistakenly posted an unfinished 

tweet, Wendy’s Twitter account “quoted” the incomplete tweet and added the comment: “When 
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the tweets are as broken as the ice cream machine.”159 In one particularly noteworthy example, 

Wendy’s helped one of its Twitter followers break the record for most “retweets” after it told the 

user he could have free chicken nuggets for a year if he was able to get 18 million retweets. The 

user’s campaign went viral – resulting in the hashtag #NuggsForCarter and his tweet receiving 

more than 3.6 million retweets.160 Although the user didn’t make it to 18 million retweets, the 

company still gave him free chicken nuggets for a year, and donated $100,000 to the Dave 

Thomas Foundation.161 

Wendy’s off-the-cuff style has become so well-known that articles on internet pop culture 

websites like Buzzfeed – including one entitled “15 Times the Wendy’s Twitter was the Most 

Savage” – have sprung up to compile some of the best tweets.162 In addition, the company’s 

social media team participated in a popular “Ask Me Anything” post on the news and discussion 

board website Reddit, in which interested Reddit members could ask representatives from the 

Wendy’s social media team about their work – especially their tweets. As a testament to the 

company’s notoriety and popularity among internet users, the “Ask Me Anything” post received 

41,000 “upvotes” and 9047 comments.163 However, Wendy’s is far from the only company 
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making waves for their informal style. In their “Ask Me Anything,” Wendy’s social media team 

mentioned other brands that have similar social media strategies, including PopTarts, MoonPie, 

and Arby’s.164  

In an interview with AdWeek, Wendy’s social media specialist, Meredith Ulmer, 

explained the aim of Wendy’s unique social media engagement style, saying “it’s our ability to 

talk to the internet and our customers like a person, like anyone you’d want to talk to. We have 

that down-to-earth charm.”165 This quote ties back to the idea that the point of using social media 

and other viral marketing strategies is ultimately to develop a personal relationship and rapport 

with consumers. By transcending the neutral, calculated tone that is typical of corporate 

messaging, Wendy’s (along with other companies who have employed similar tactics) can make 

consumers feel as if they know Wendy’s in a way that is more natural and more personal. In 

doing so, the companies are able to place themselves higher up on the hierarchy of trust that 

drives word-of-mouth marketing, but they also fundamentally change the relationship between 

companies and consumers in ways that may be unanticipated. After all, from the perspective of 

the consumer, the range and depth of social engagement expected from a multi-dimensional, 

person-like entity is quite different from one which lacks such personality and complexity.  

Many companies have experienced the flip side of this increasingly personal relationship 

with companies with the rise of social media “boycott culture,” where companies – somewhat 

similarly to those who made the controversial Super Bowl commercials – find themselves 

suddenly and unexpectedly in the midst of political controversy. Micho Spring, a crisis 
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management expert from the public relations firm Weber Shandwick said in an interview with 

Bloomberg that “consumers are holding brands accountable as though they were political 

candidates, and they’re voting again and again.”166 

Shortly after the inauguration of Donald Trump, the ride-hailing service Uber found itself 

in hot water with consumers and social media users after it accidentally offended some users 

with its response to the president’s “travel ban.”167 When New York City taxi drivers boycotted 

the city’s airports in solidarity with individuals from the “banned” countries who were being 

detained at airports by U.S. immigration officials, Uber announced via Twitter that it was 

suspending surge pricing in the area, giving the impression that it was using the situation 

opportunistically to gain market share. In response, the hashtag #DeleteUber went viral on 

Twitter, resulting in a deluge of negative publicity for the company and over 200,000 Uber users 

deleting its app.168 In response to the negative publicity, the company contributed $3 million to a 

legal defense fund in support of its drivers, many of whom are immigrants.169 In addition, Uber’s 

then CEO Travis Kalanick – in an attempt to distance himself from the president and his policies 

– stepped down from the president’s economic advisory council, stating that his participation in 
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the group created a “perception-reality gap between who people think we are, and who we 

actually are.”170 

Other companies have found themselves in the line of fire for much less. For example, 

the coffee company Keurig found itself in the crosshairs of both liberals and conservatives after 

its advertisement played during a controversial episode of the Fox News show Hannity.171 

During the episode, the host of the show, Sean Hannity, seemed to dismiss allegations that 

Alabama’s Republican nominee for U.S. Senate, Roy Moore, had sexual contact with minors. In 

response, activist Angelo Carusone mentioned Keurig in a tweet, saying “Good afternoon 

@Keurig. You are currently sponsoring Sean Hannity's show. He defends child molester Roy 

Moore and attacks women who speak out against sexual harassment. Please reconsider.”172 

Keurig responded by announcing on Twitter that it would be pulling its ads from the Sean 

Hannity show, to the chagrin of Sean Hannity fans, who then staged a counter-boycott of Keurig 

with the hashtag #BoycottKeurig, often including videos of them breaking their Keurig coffee 

makers. The company then changed its position once again, with CEO Bob Gamgort stating in 

an email to employees that the tweet “gave the appearance of ‘taking sides’ in an emotionally 

charged debate that escalated on Twitter and beyond over the weekend, which was not our 

intent.”173 
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The rise of social media and corporations’ active participation in the conversations that 

occur on social media platforms have therefore fundamentally altered the relationship between 

consumers and corporations. The preoccupation with viral marketing and the generation of social 

media “buzz” meant that companies began going to ever-greater lengths to connect with 

consumers on a deeper, more personal level. At its best, this shift has allowed corporations to 

capture mindshare and build the kinds of trusting relationships with consumers that establish the 

brands as more than providers of interchangeable commodities. At its worst, however, 

companies like Uber and Keurig have discovered that, at times, social media has caused the 

relationship between consumers and companies to become too personal. Consumers expect that 

companies, like any other “citizen,” will be politically conscious and active, and they are not 

afraid to make direct and public appeals to companies that seem to be failing to live up to their 

expectations. Suddenly, the viral nature of internet “buzz” becomes a liability rather than an 

asset, as the negative publicity surrounding the company spirals into a full-on public relations 

crisis. 

What is interesting, then, is the Super Bowl advertisers’ attempt to strike a balance 

between the two extremes. The allusion to contemporary political issues – namely surrounding 

certain kinds of diversity and immigration – combined with the statements of executives from the 

companies and large advertising agencies, make it clear that the companies were attempting to 

avoid being perceived as tone deaf. Yet the fact that, at least on the surface, the companies made 

overtures to more universal values, including diversity, hard work, and the immigrant narrative, 

indicated that the companies were trying to make a positive emotional appeal to narratives on 

American identity – one that would generate buzz and support for the companies.  
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Chapter Five: Political Polarization and the Shrinking Ideological Middle Ground 

 

 

While the increasingly ideological disposition of corporations and the cultural backdrop 

of football and the Super Bowl may have provided the structural and thematic context for the 

controversial commercials from Super Bowl LI, the manifestations of these factors – in the form 

of the commercials – and the reactions to them were heavily influenced by the particular social, 

political, and historical moment in which they aired. That is, the previously discussed factors 

cannot alone explain why ideological evolved into partisanly political, nor can they explain why 

they were aired during this particular Super Bowl. 

 The timing of Super Bowl LI, which aired on February 5, 2017 – just months after the 

completion of the divisive 2016 election season – provided both the relevant socio-cultural 

material that the advertisers incorporated into their advertisements and the context for which 

viewers received the advertisements. Before Super Bowl LI, the 2016 presidential election had 

thoroughly politicized the fundamentals of American identity, revealing deep divisions over who 

or what can be “American,” and ultimately, what it means to be American. Such was the cultural 

minefield that advertisers stepped into as they attempted to produce commercials that were 

socially and culturally relevant, emotionally engaging, and anchored in the themes of American 

identity that have become emblematic of football and the NFL. The political polarization of 

American society left little middle ground to stand on, leaving advertisers the choice of 

producing something tone-deaf and hollow or producing something meaningful, but potentially 

controversial. Though the commercials ostensibly made use of common American ideals – 

diversity, unity, and reverence for hard work – the politicization of these ideals ultimately 

colored interpretations of the commercials in a way that caused them to feel more like social 

commentary than commercials.  
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Indeed, the wounds of election rhetoric had not yet healed when, in January of 2017, 

Donald Trump was inaugurated as President of the United States and began implementing a set 

of policies that reopened the wounds and reignited the debates of the election. On January 25th – 

just 11 days before Super Bowl LI – Trump signed a pair of executive orders that directed the 

U.S. Department of Homeland Security to proceed with construction of a “border wall” along the 

United States border with Mexico and to hire more personnel to patrol the border and process 

deportations.174 The move sparked renewed division between Trump’s supporters, who have 

embraced his calls for stronger border security and increased efforts to deport undocumented 

immigrants, and his opponents, who have questioned the necessity and efficacy of such 

measures, and have denounced the racialized rhetoric that Trump has used with regard to 

immigrants, including comments in which he referred to immigrants as criminals and 

“rapists.”175  

Just days later, on January 27th, Donald Trump signed another executive order, this time 

suspending the entire U.S. Refugee Admissions Program for 120 days, suspending refugee 

admissions from Syria specifically indefinitely, and denying the citizens of the predominantly 

Muslim countries of Iraq, Iran, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, and Yemen – even those who had 

already been issued valid visas – entry to the United States for 90 days.176 Like Trump’s “border 

wall” executive order, this executive order served as a fulfillment of some of Trump’s most 
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controversial campaign promises – namely, the “extreme vetting” of potential immigrants to 

screen out potential “radical Islamic terrorists.”177 While the order did not technically implement 

a religious or ideological test, the narrow applicability of the order to Muslim-majority countries, 

along with statements that Trump made while campaigning, including that “I think Islam hates 

us,”178 and a call for a “total and complete shutdown of Muslims entering the United States … 

until [we] can figure out what’s going on,”179 led critics of the executive order to refer to it as a 

“Muslim ban.”180  

The controversy was further fueled by the implementation of the order, which was 

written, signed, and directed to be implemented immediately largely without the consultation of 

the federal agencies that would be tasked with putting it into place. A report released in January 

2018 by the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) found that the Department – which 

oversees U.S. Customs and Border Protection, the front-line agency most directly responsible for 

putting the provisions of the order in place – was “caught largely by surprise” by the order, and 

that “the lack of clarity regarding critical issues required DHS and its interagency partners, [the 
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Department of Justice] and the State Department (State), to improvise policies and procedures in 

real time.”181  

In practice, this meant that there was widespread confusion among U.S. Customs and 

Border Protection agents and international travelers from affected countries. Because the order 

broadly excluded “immigrant and nonimmigrant entry into the United States of aliens from [the 

affected countries],”182 it technically excluded all nationals of the affected countries, including 

not only those with tourist or refugee visas, but also those with student or work visas, and 

potentially even those with legal permanent residency in the United States (green card holders) 

and dual-citizens of unaffected countries (for example, someone with Iranian and Canadian 

citizenships).  

Indeed, while initial guidance from the Department of Homeland Security given the night 

that the order was signed said that the exclusion did not apply to U.S. legal permanent residents, 

this interpretation was overturned by the White House later the same night.183 The new guidance 

instead called for exceptions to be made for green card holders on a “case-by-case basis,” 

seemingly without clear instructions as to what would qualify or disqualify someone for an 
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exception.184 The decision was again overturned two days later, with then Homeland Security 

Secretary John Kelly saying in a statement that “absent the receipt of significant derogatory 

information indicating a serious threat to public safety and welfare, lawful permanent resident 

status will be a dispositive factor in our case-by-case determinations.”185 The story was the same 

for dual-citizens, with the State Department giving initial guidance that stated that dual nationals 

of affected countries would not be permitted to enter the United States, before apparently 

reversing its position in less than 24 hours.186 

In the end, 109 travelers from affected countries who were already en route to the United 

States when the order was signed were detained at U.S. airports, sometimes for nearly a day.187 

Another 173 were denied boarding U.S.-bound flights at foreign airports.188 Numerous travelers, 

including returning students, academics, and non-citizen family members, found themselves in 

legal limbo, with those who had arrived to the U.S. facing deportation, and those outside the 

United States without a way to get back in. Though the number of travelers directly impacted by 

the ban on the day it went into effect was relatively small, The Washington Post later estimated 
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that the total number of people affected by the ban – that is, nationals from affected countries 

with existing valid immigrant or nonimmigrant visas – was closer to 90,000.189 

The President’s incendiary statements while on the campaign trail, which led to a 

perception of the order as being ethnically and/or religiously targeted, along with its botched and 

overly-broad implementation, which resulted in widespread detentions and the revocation of 

visas for students, academics, family members, and others, led to widespread ire and criticisms 

of the order, especially among those on the left. The night that the order was signed, protests 

broke out in several U.S. airports, with thousands of protesters gathering in terminals with signs 

and chants condemning the ban and calling for the release of detained travelers.190 They were 

joined by politicians, including U.S. Senators Cory Booker and Elizabeth Warren, Virginia 

governor Terry McAuliffe, and Boston mayor Marty Walsh, along with human rights groups and 

immigration lawyers offering pro-bono legal services to individuals affected by the order.191 

The issue was ultimately resolved in the courts, with judges in New York and Virginia 

issuing temporary stays against the deportations of affected travelers the day after the signing of 

the order.192 Less than a week later, on February 3rd – the Friday before the airing of Super Bowl 

LI – a judge in Washington State issued a temporary restraining order against the order that 
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effectively blocked its implementation nationwide.193 A revised order issued by Trump in March 

faced the same outcome in a Hawaii court before being partially reinstated by the Supreme Court 

in June.194 

Despite the theatrics and backlash associated with the order – the chaotic implementation 

that was covered heavily by the press, the emergence of thousands of protesters at airports 

around the country, and the resulting high-profile lawsuits that included two state attorneys 

general suing the Federal Government over immigration policies – the American public was 

actually largely split on the issue. Indeed, a HuffPost/YouGov poll taken in the days following 

the signing of the order showed that Americans narrowly supported the “ban,” with 48% 

approving and 44% disapproving.195 A CBS News poll got similarly split results, with 

Americans narrowly disapproving of the “ban” by a margin of 51% to 45%.196 Given a margin of 

error of +/- 4 points for both polls, Americans as a whole were effectively statistically split on 

the President’s executive order, despite the visible backlash it attracted. 

More interesting than the overall split, however, is the sharp divides in opinion that 

emerged over partisan and demographic lines. The same HuffPost/YouGov poll found that 95% 
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of Trump voters approved of the ban while only 12% of Clinton voters did.197 The CBS poll 

likewise found that 85% of Republicans approved of the ban, while an equal number of 

Democrats disapproved of the ban.198 Similar splits can be found along demographic lines, with 

the HuffPost/YouGov poll showing that only 30% of Americans under the age of 30 supported 

ban, compared with 62% of Americans over the age of 65.199 Likewise, the poll found that 54% 

of White voters supported the ban, compared with 30% of Black voters and 34% of Hispanic 

voters.200  

Polling on Donald Trump’s other executive order on immigration – the “border wall” 

policy – showed that Americans were overall much less supportive of the idea, with only 38% of 

Americans supporting the idea in Gallup and Quinnipiac University polls conducted in late 

January/early February 2017.201 Yet both polls found that, like the “Muslim ban,” support for the 

measure is polarized and split along party lines. Both polls found that while around 80% of 

Republicans supported the construction of a border wall with Mexico, less than 10% of 

Democrats agreed.202 
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The sharp divide in opinion on the executive orders is representative of a larger trend in 

United States politics that has been developing for years. In 2014, the Pew Research Center 

published a report titled “Political Polarization in the American Public” documenting a 

significant shift in political ideology over the previous two decades.203 The report found that, 

since 1994, Democrats and Republicans surveyed by Pew have become increasingly further 

away ideologically, with 92% of Republicans expressing attitudes that place them to the right of 

the median Democrat and 94% of Democrats expressing attitudes that place them to the left of 

the median Republican.204 Likewise, the number of people holding opinions that make them 

“consistently liberal” or “consistently conservative” – the most extreme category in either 

direction – doubled between 1994 and 2014, increasing from 10% to 21%.205 

What is perhaps more concerning, however, is the degree to which partisans have become 

increasingly “siloed” – both socially and geographically – into ideological echo chambers that 

have fueled increasing levels of antipathy for members of the other party. Liberals tend to 

express a preference to live in more diverse and urban communities, while a nearly equal 

percentage of conservatives prefer to live in small towns or rural areas with more space.206  

The geographic divide, along with other societal trends, like the rise of social media as a 

dominant site of information dissemination and political socialization, has had a deleterious 

effect on the amount and quality of interactions of people with differing political views. While 
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only 35% of all Americans say that “most of [their] friends share their political views,” fully 

63% of consistent conservatives and 49% of consistent liberals say that most of their friends 

share their political views.207 Unsurprisingly, those who say that most of their friends share their 

political views are also more likely to express antipathy toward members of the other party, with 

88% of Republicans who say that most of their friends share their views expressing either very 

unfavorable or mostly unfavorable views of Democrats.208 The same is true for Democrats: of 

those who say that most of their friends share their political views, 70% express either very 

unfavorable or mostly unfavorable views of Republicans.209  

Antipathy toward the other party has both increased overall and deepened in nature. Fully 

79% of Democrats and 82% of Republicans express some level of unfavorability toward 

members of the other party, up from 57% and 68% two decades ago, respectively.210 But perhaps 

more alarmingly, the percentage of people who express very unfavorable feelings toward 

members of the other party has more than doubled over the past two decades: going from 16% to 

38% for Democrats and from 17% to 43% for Republicans.211 Moreover, 27% of Democrats and 

36% of Republicans are so distrusting of the other party that they believe that the other party’s 

policies “are so misguided that they threaten the nation’s well-being.”212 
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The feelings of antipathy and lack of trust have followed a greater social trend toward 

mistrust of institutions in the United States. At the beginning of the 21st century, the percentage 

of people who said that they trusted the government always or most of the time hovered around 

40%. By the end of 2017, however, the figure stood at 18%.213 Between 2000 and 2016, trust in 

nearly every institution included on Gallup’s “Confidence in Institutions” index declined, 

including: organized religion (-15%), the Supreme Court (-11%), Congress (-15%), Big Business 

(-11%), Banks (-19%), Public Schools (-7%), Newspapers (-17%), and Television news             

(-15%).214 The only institutions to see an increase over the time period were Small Business 

(+13%), the Police (+2%), and the Military (+9%).215 

The 2016 presidential campaign turned out to be a microcosm of America’s growing 

mistrust and polarized politics. Indeed, Donald Trump’s candidacy seemed to be a manifestation 

of the trend. He framed himself as a political and institutional outsider, lambasting his fellow 

Republican presidential candidates as being out of touch members of the “establishment,” 

touting his business success in the absence of his government or military experience, and 

promising to “drain the swamp” if elected.216 His general election contest with Hillary Clinton, 

the former Secretary of State, U.S. Senator, and First Lady – the textbook “insider” – thus 

became in effect a referendum on establishment politics.  
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The social, political, and geographic differences between Hillary Clinton voters and 

Donald Trump voters is telling of the divided state of the United States. 81% of Trump voters 

stated that “life in America today is worse than it was 50 years ago” for people like them, 

compared with just 19% of Hillary Clinton voters.217 Clinton voters were far more likely to say 

that racial and ethnic diversity makes the country a better place to live (72% vs. 40%), that white 

Americans enjoy racial privilege when compared to black Americans (78% vs. 24%), and that 

undocumented immigrants are as hardworking and honest as American citizens (88% vs. 

57%).218 Clinton voters were also more likely to live in more urban and economically productive 

areas. Clinton won less than 500 counties, compared with more than 2600 for Trump, but she 

won most of the largest ones – encompassing 177 million people (as opposed to 146 million 

people in counties that voted for Trump),219 and 64% of the nation’s gross domestic product 

(GDP).220  

Such was the political environment that advertisers found themselves in when they were 

developing concepts for their advertisements in the run-up to the Super Bowl. The development 

of corporate ideology and the increasing expectation of its display in the form of socially 

relevant advertising left them in a tricky situation. As New York University Marketing professor 
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Russell Winer pointed out in an interview with The Los Angeles Times after the airing of the ads, 

“The country is so split right now … [but] marketers are spending at least $5 million just to be in 

the Super Bowl—and they don’t want their messages to alienate anyone.”221 Nevertheless, the 

divided nature of politics and cultural norms left them with little middle ground to stand on. 

They were left with the choice of producing something hollow and ineffective, or with taking a 

risk and engaging in the national conversation that was going on – one which happened to be 

fiercely passionate and divided.  

 It didn’t help that the advertisements aired less than two weeks after the signing of two 

controversial executive orders on immigration. As the extensive media coverage that they 

received demonstrates, these two issues – the construction of a border wall with Mexico and the 

ban on (predominantly) Muslim immigrants – were two of the most important and most 

controversial issues during Donald Trump’s 2016 election campaign. Actions on both items in 

the same week, especially given the racialized rhetoric surrounding them and the sharp divide in 

public opinion on each, acted like a shock to the political conscience of the country – erupting it 

into renewed debate over both the efficacy of the policies and their consistency with American 

values.  

A testament to the deep ideological ties to American identity that the debates evoked, 

both Republican and Democratic politicians alike invoked the “un-American-ness” of the travel 

ban in their criticisms of it. Republican Senator Lamar Alexander said that “while not explicitly a 

religious test, [the travel ban] comes close to one, which is inconsistent with our American 
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character.”222 Another Republican Senator, Rob Portman, said that “we ought to … come up 

with something that makes sense for our national security and … for this notion that America has 

always been a welcoming home for refugees and immigrants.”223  

Democrats were unsurprisingly more fiery in their criticisms, but likewise invoked 

American imagery and ideals. Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer said in a statement that 

“Tears are running down the cheeks of the Statue of Liberty tonight as a grand tradition of 

America, welcoming immigrants, that has existed since America was founded, has been stomped 

upon.”224 Schumer’s words are particularly powerful because they invoke the imagery of the 

Statue of Liberty, a symbol that is closely associated with the United States’ role as a welcoming 

destination for immigrants during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, when nearly 14 million 

people – mostly of European descent – immigrated to the United States through New York’s 

Ellis Island.225 

Perhaps more interesting, however, is that the executive order also advertised itself as 

protecting American values. It states that: “In order to protect Americans, the United States must 

ensure that those admitted to this country do not bear hostile attitudes toward it and its founding 
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principles. The United States cannot, and should not, admit those who do not support the 

Constitution, or those who would place violent ideologies over American law.”226  

Trump’s supporters largely either echoed the sentiment that the ban was necessary to 

protect American values, or countered the claim that the ban was “un-American,” instead 

reframing the ban as necessary to promote public safety. For example, Sal Oliva, a Trump 

supporter from Staten Island, New York, defended the ban as necessary to preserve American 

values, saying that “Every story about a Muslim immigrant is that they are as American as apple 

pie, but I’m sorry, Islam is no friend of L.G.B.T. people … you can’t expect people to absorb our 

values.”227 Others, like Debbie Meiners of Jacksonville, Florida, took a more measured tone that 

focused on the need to protect public safety. In a recording sent to CNN, she said that: “We are 

just thrilled that President Trump has issued this ban and he's taking measures to protect us … 

we really believe in securing our borders and being a nation of safety.”228 She went on to say 

that: “We love refugees, but we want only those coming here who love us and want to assimilate 

into our culture and way of life.”229 

The conflicting interpretations of “American values” and American identity found in the 

debate over the executive orders parallels nearly identically the controversy over the messages of 

the commercials. In each case, individuals and groups from vastly different ideological 

perspectives laid claim to “true” American values and identity. Likewise, in each case the 
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controversy concerned questions of insider/outsider distinctions: is to be an American to be 

different and to celebrate, or – at the very least – be comfortable with difference, or is to be an 

American to eschew difference completely? In other words, the debate hinges on the question of 

whether there is some fundamental defining characteristic of an “American” – a quality by which 

one can decide if a person is or can be an American, or if they are inherently excluded.   

The timing of the executive orders – less than two weeks before the Super Bowl – meant 

that the saliency of such debates, though they could not have been anticipated by the advertisers 

during the production of the commercials, undoubtedly colored perceptions of their messages. 

This was especially true because the companies, in an effort to associate themselves with the 

patriotic American values of the NFL, invoked many of the same themes of American identity 

that were being employed by politicians in the ongoing debate about the executive orders. The 

commercials thus somewhat accidentally became another voice in the height of a heated national 

debate – joining the conversation not only topically, but rhetorically.  

Yet even this does not fully explain the political impact of the commercials. While the 

timing of the executive orders certainly amplified the effect of their messages, the relevant 

content on diversity, unity, reverence for hard work, and the immigrant narrative was there long 

before the executive orders were signed. Indeed, in order for the advertisers to stay culturally 

relevant, they had to participate in the national conversation that happened to be going on. 

Unfortunately for them, it was one that touched on the very fundamentals of American ideals and 

values, and there was little neutral territory to stand on.  

While the advertisers attempted to take an optimistic tone that praised values like 

diversity and hard work in the hopes that, by the time the commercials aired, the country would 
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itself have moved past the virulent rhetoric of the election season, they unwittingly walked into a 

firestorm of debate set off by the President’s actions just weeks before the Super Bowl.  

 The political nature of the commercials was thus the result of a semiotic negotiation 

between writers and viewers. On the one hand, the content of the commercials did make 

tangential references to politically contentious themes. On the other, the interpretation of the 

commercials as politically charged was affected in large part by the resurgence of tensions 

brought on by executive actions that were unforeseeable and outside the control of the companies 

involved. 

Conclusion 

 

Super Bowl LI was a unique and fascinating cultural moment in the United States. From 

the perspective of the casual observer, the inclusion of themes of American identity that reuse 

and reframe hegemonic narratives in commercials felt jarring and unusual. Combined with a 

recent trend toward companies seemingly taking a stand on hot-button social/political issues, the 

commercials sparked a debate about the appropriate role of corporations in American society and 

civil discourse. 

On the surface, these actions seem to beg questions of simple business decisions: 

prevailing logic, so the story goes, says that companies should do their best to stay out of 

controversy, because associating one’s brand with politics and divisiveness isn’t a sound long-

term strategy to maximizing one’s customer base. But on a deeper level, the phenomenon of 

corporate political activism gives reason for pause because regardless of whether one agrees or 

disagrees with the position being taken by the corporation, it cuts to the deeper question of why 

one cares about what companies say or think. The theory of ethical consumption cannot fully 

explain this phenomenon, since in many (but not all) cases, the actions being taken by 



74 

 

 

corporations are little more than statements of ideological position, not concrete steps toward 

remedying a social problem.  

Previous scholarship on the issue of corporate political activism has sought to understand 

it from a management science and communications theory perspective, studying consumer 

reactions to corporate political activism as a means to decipher when and how companies should 

take a stand. But this research takes for granted that consumers care about and respond to 

corporate political activism, without considering why people respond to such actions. 

By analyzing the language, imagery, and narratives that corporations use in their 

messaging to consumers and situating these actions within a broader historical context, this thesis 

argues that the emergence of “politically controversial” commercials in Super Bowl LI should 

perhaps be less surprising than it appears to be. Indeed, as the history of the Corporate Social 

Responsibility and the emergence of social media shows, the shift toward companies becoming 

more ideological and personalistic has been a long time coming. Even the presence of ideology 

in commercials isn’t a new idea: Super Bowl ads have long been associating themselves with 

deeper emotional themes and have often toyed with the notions of American identity. Such 

associations flowed naturally from the longstanding associations between the football, the NFL, 

and the Super Bowl and American identity. Far from inserting politics into football, the 

commercials from Super Bowl LI are actually part of a rich cultural repertoire cultivated by the 

NFL, which sought to associate football from the beginning with a certain type of political 

identity.  

The shift toward increasingly ideological and personalistic corporations meant that, over 

time, consumers have come to expect and demand socially relevant programming from 

companies. In the context of early 2017, this placed companies in a tricky situation. The intense 
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division of American society over what is or is not American, along with the saliency of such 

debates brought on by the election of Donald Trump, meant that it was virtually impossible for 

companies to be both socially relevant and neutral – there was simply no neutral ground to stand 

on.  
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