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 reat things can happen when you allow your 
fear of loneliness to guide you. At least, that’s 

how this story begins, how my story begins. In 2014, I started 
my freshman year at the High School of Art and Design in 
midtown Manhattan. Unfortunately, a few students from my 
middle school also chose that high school. I knew from the 
jump that rekindling any fl ame with them would not allow me 
to move up the social ladder in high school, so I had to branch 
out. Fortunately, I found a friend relatively quickly, Madeline. 
However, the day soon came when we had to choose our 
majors. I had auditioned for my school with a fi lm portfolio, 
and was pretty set on making some absolutely horrible student 
fi lm projects for four years, but Maddie was not into making 
movie magic like I was. She intended on majoring in graphic 
design. Unfortunately, our graphic design classes were on the 
11th fl oor (we were banned from using elevators to go up) but 
readily I switched from being a fi lm major to a graphic design 
major. I wanted to sit next to my friend during school. Looking 
back, that decision was severely childish. 

G
Introduction
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I barely knew this girl, and I had the worst guess as to what 
graphic design even was. Yet, here we are today: I’m writing 
this book about graphic design and Maddie and I have been 
friends for seven years. 
 Seven years later, graphic design still has my attention. 
In accepting that fear of loneliness, I gained two amazing 
things. As I complete my fi nal year of undergrad at the 
University of Michigan, this fear still drives some of my 
decision making. As I started to look back on my graphic 
design education, I realized that even though I loved design, 
my education made me feel lonely all over again. Past 
curriculums, textbooks, professors, and courses did not take 
my identity into consideration. From the courses I’ve taken in 
the last seven years, there seems to be a consensus that Black 
people have had no contributions or the practice and that not 
much can be said about graphic design and Black identity. 
For anyone who has studied graphic design to any extent, you 
know that graphic design students are indoctrinated. 
We are trained to worship the British, the French, the Swiss, 
the German. We revere and emulate the greats! Though in a 
country like ours, why do we spend almost no time discussing 
the impact of graphic design as it relates to our history. 
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The problem with graphic design is this mythology and the 
perpetuation of it in our education. This book attempts to tell 
a more complete story of graphic design history that considers 
Black identity in our society.  
 Everything that makes up communities and societies was 
created with an intention. All of the systems and institutions 
that we participate in were crafted by groups of people that 
held the power. Systemic oppression and manifestations of 
intolerance were once just visions of structure before they 
were executed.

Slavery was designed.
White Supremacy was designed.
Intolerance was designed. 
Hate was designed.
Love was designed.
Liberation was designed.
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Graphic design is such a powerful tool. It is bigger than beauty, 
it is bigger than craft. For Black Americans throughout history, 
graphic design has contributed to our death, our healing, and 
our resistance. My goal is that this book will provide a context 
and history for graphic designers as they consider issues of 
race, racism, and the portrayal of Black identity in their work. 
The purpose of this project is not to highlight Black designers 
or their works, or to showcase all pieces of racialized graphic 
design in America. The purpose of this project is to expand our 
understanding of graphic design as it relates to Black identity 
in America. My goal is that this book inspires you and I to 
think more critically about the power we have as designers 
creating work in this country. This book is organized by formal 
terms in graphic design and moves forward through time with 
each chapter. The design references used in each chapter are 
simply my selections from my research, I hope designers use 
these references as keys to unlock new design information. 
This book is about America, hate, love, and graphic design. 
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Identity



Identity

Johnny Levanier
Writer, Educator

“Visual identity is all 
of the imagery and 

graphical information
that expresses who 

a brand is and 
di� erentiates it from 

all the others.”
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388,00 Africans arrived in America
during the transatlantic slave trade. 
Each body, commodifi ed for the 
advance of our young economy. It felt 
necessary that a system be established 
to distinguish these bodies, 
commercialize these bodies, and most 
importantly control these bodies as 
they entered the system of American slavery. 
On arrival, slavers branded African bodies for 
identifi cation. Frederick Douglass described 
this process during a speech in 1846, 
Douglass said “The process of branding 
was this —A person was tied to a post, 
and his back, or such other part as was 
to be branded, laid bare; the iron was then 
delivered red hot (sensation), and applied 
to the quivering fl esh, imprinting upon it the 
name of the monster who claimed the slave.”
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By imprinting these marks on 
the bodies of slaves, America 
solidifi ed the concept of 
the Black body as property. 
The practice of branding 
slaves aided the slave trade 
in many ways, if a slave ran 
away and was captured, their 
marks would inform someone 
of where they might belong. 
In some cases, slaves were 
branded after each resale, 
with the design of the mark 
being the owner’s initials. 
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These practices allowed slavers to 
maintain a sense of order on their 
plantations which established order in 
America in the slave trading industry. 
Marking the Black body in this way 
would be one of the fi rst instances 
of graphic design being utilized to 
establish Black identity in America. Yes, 
Americans did not invent branding, 
nor did Americans invent slavery, 
but through the practice of branding 
slaves, we tried to perfect its execution. 
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Marking slaves with 
their owners’ names 

cemented their identity, 
as slaves or as chattel, 
no longer people and 

nothing close 
to citizens.
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1. John Gast, American 
Progress, 1872.

Image Credits

2. American Slave Branding Iron, 
Georgia plantation, circa 1750 – 1850
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3. Slave Branding Iron used 
in Cape Coast

4. Metal Branding Irons 
with Owners Initials

5. Wilson Chinn, a branded 
slave from Louisiana



Logo

“A logo is the key 
visual element of a 
branding corporate 

identifi cation system 
for all communications 

and marketing of 
an organization.”

Dr. Cheryl D. Miller
Designer, Writer, Decolonizing Historian

AIGA Medalist 2021
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Historians believe that over 100,000 
Black Americans escaped the 
corporation of slavery before the Civil 
War. The desired destinations of these 
persons depended on their current 
location, knowledge, and connections. 
While these Americans risked their 
lives for their freedom, slave owners 
used hundreds of tactics in hopes of 
capturing what was onced theirs. One 
of these tactics included occupying 
advertising space in local newspapers.
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In these advertisements, slavers would 
describe perceived physicality, personality, 
and backstory in a few sentences. Seeking 
compensation, slave hunters and jailers would 
also post advertisements describing the slaves 
in their custody. Illustrations accompanied 
these advertisements, and routinely featured 
a Black body in movement, at times carrying 
a sack on a stick or looking behind their back.

2.4
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These illustrations would      
allow readers to easily fi nd 
slave related advertisements 
in thousands of local 
newspapers in America. 
During enslavement, the 
silhouette of the Black body 
was used as a logo for the 
slave trade, and inevitaby 

Black people everywhere.
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The use of these logos speak 
to the perception of Black 
Americans and Black identity. 
That Black identity was 
synonymous with slavery, 
and that the Black body was a 
slave’s body, one to 
be captured and sold.
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3. An advertisement posted in 
Carolina Federal Republican in 1812.

2. A newspaper in South Carolina,
circa 1820.

1. A retouched male slave 
advertisement illustration.

4. An ad posted by the slave 
trader William F. Talbott 
of Lexington, Ky., in 1853.

5. An advertisement for a freedom 
seeker claimed to be going to Canada.

Image Credits
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6. The Virginia Gazette, 
Williamsburg, September 14, 1769.

7. Broadside about a fugitive slave.

8. A retouched female slave 
advertisement illustration.

9. A newspaper in Louisiana, 
circa 1837.

10. A group of advertisements 
from a newspaper in Louisiana.
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Photography

“Photography speaks.
This language could 
inform, educate and 

move audiences 
worldwide without 

the need for a shared 
spoken language.”

MaryAnne Golon
Director of Photography

Washington Post
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The fi rst half of the 1800s was a 
period of monumental change 
in the fi eld of photography. 
Most notably during this 
period was the introduction of 
ambrotype photography which 
held unrivaled clarity and tonality. 
By the 1860s, advancements and 
widespread use of this process 
of photography would allow 
the American Civil War to be 
documented in unprecedented 
ways.. This would be the fi rst 
war in America that would 
produce photographs showcasing 
strife, death, and most 
importantly Black infantry.



Photography

Over 2 million soldiers, white, 
Black, and Native American, were 
enlisted for the Union during the 
Civil War. Though in 1865, after the 
triumph of the Union, President 
Lincoln recognized that “without 
the military help of the black 
freedmen, the war against the 
south could not have been won”.
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Thankfully, ambrotype 
photography would sanctify 
the valor and audacity of Black 
soldiers during the Civil War. 
Many of the Black soldiers 
that were enlisted for the 
Union were former slaves 
who were once prohibited 
from bearing arms during 
times of war. Though 
with the Union in need of 
volunteers this ban was lifted. 
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lack leaders like 
Frederick Douglass 
encouraged Black 
men to enlist in the 
Union, their main 

case being that a fi ght in this war 
would be their fi ght for their freedom. 
With this proclamation, Black men 
began signing up by the thousands. 
These men, several of whom were 
onced enslaved, were now dressed in 
Union attire and bedecked in arms.

      BBBBBB
case being that a fi ght in this war 
BB
case being that a fi ght in this war 
B
case being that a fi ght in this war 
BB
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In these photographs of Black Union 
soldiers, the viewer can contemplate 
the complexities in each portrait. 

During this period, many Black men 
accepted their fi rst opportunity to be 
soldiers for their country, a country 
that would so long discount their them. 
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1. Charles Gustrine, True 
Sons of Freedom, 1918.

2. Unidentifi ed soldier in Union 
sergeant uniform, circa 1865.

3. Unidentifi ed soldier in Union 
uniform, between 1863 and 1865.

4. Unidentifi ed soldier in 
Union uniform and gloves with 
musket, between 1863 and 1865.

Image Credits
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5. Unidentifi ed young soldier in 
Union uniform with American 
fl ag, between 1863 and 1865.

6. Unidentifi ed soldier in 
Union corporal’s uniform, 
between 1863 and 1865.

7. Possibly Baldy Guy (left) and 
George Guy, union soldiers.

8. Unidentifi ed soldier in Union 
uniform with a rifl e-musket 
and Remington revolver in 
front of painted backdrop.
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“Wayfi nding is the 
experience of using 
signage and other 
visual cues to fi nd 

a path from 
point A to point B.”

Audrey G. Bennett
University Diversity and Social Transformation Professor

Founding Director, Stamps DESIS Lab



Wayfinding

uring 1890 to 1940 in 
America, race relations 
were exceedingly poor 
as violence, hate-fi lled

rhetoric, and intolerance towards 
minority populations reached a peak. 
By the 1880s, ex-slaves and their
children began to situate themselves 
in a new America with the 13th, 14th, 
and 15th amendments in their corner. 

At the same time, the losers of 
the war, ex-confederates and their 
sons and daughters, began to remodel 
the subjugation of Black people in 
America. During this period, known 
by historians as the “nadir” of race
relations, white Americans took 
numerous steps in order to 
rea�  rm their sense of supremacy.

D
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From the creation of literacy tests for Black 
voting applicants to the implementation 
of segregated public spaces, this 
period is fi lled with examples of white 
Americans trying to claim their space. 

4.2
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One way these Americans 
claimed their space was through
the use and implementation 
of wayfinding design and the 
emergence of sundown towns 
all across the country. In these 
towns that sprawled all over 
the country, jurisdictions used 
violence, intimidation, and most
apparently graphic design to 
exclude Black Americans from 
white communities. Through 
the use of signage at district 
crossing lines, jurisdictions 
warned Black people of 
the danger that they would
encounter if they did not vacate 
these designated white spaces.
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4.5

Sundown towns’ use of signage 
created a wayfi nding system
in the United States that barred 
the movement of Black Americans. 
In some instances, districts 
would use Klan imagery in 
these signs to explicitly 
express their intentions.  



Wayfinding

Together with consistent violence 
and lynchings, sundown town 
signage was used to induce
deep fear in Black Americans 
and persecute the Black body. 

As a result, white Americans were
able to contravene Black Americans’ 
newfound sense of autonomy in their 
lives by creating impactful 
wayfi nding signage that controlled 
how Black Americans could 
move through their country.
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1. Jacob Lawrence, Panel One 
of the Migration Series, 1941.

2. Klan road sign in Aydan, 
North Carolina, 1966.

3. A sign placed in protest outside a 
housing project for Black Americans 
in Detroit, Michigan. Detroit was 
a popular destination for Black 
Americans during the Great Migration.

Image Credits
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4. A road sign in Louisiana.

5. Unidentifi ed road sign.

6. A road sign in North Carolina. 



My Skin, My Logo

“Tone of Voice 
is the way you speak. 

It’s how you 
say something. 

Tone can completely 
change the meaning 

of a message.”
Ritesh Gupta

Designer, Director
Founder of Useful School

is the way you speak. 

Tone can completely 

is the way you speak. 

Tone can completely 
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Sojourner Truth is known to 
have said with great conviction:

“Ain’t I a woman? Look at me! 
Look at my arm! I have ploughed 
and planted, and gathered into 
barns, and no man could head 
me! And ain’t I a woman? I 
could work as much and eat as 
much as a man – when I could 
get it – and bear the lash as well! 
And ain’t I a woman? I have 
borne thirteen children, and 
seen most all sold o�  to slavery, 
and when I cried out with my 
mother’s grief, none but Jesus 
heard me! And ain’t I a woman?”
Sojourner Truth would not 
have said this, not in this way. 
She was born into slavery in 
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New York, and never dwelled in 
the south. Apparently, she spoke 
English and Dutch growing up 
and had a slight Dutch accent. 
Who made her talk this way? A 
white abolitionist named Frances 
Dana Gage decided to transcribe 
Truth’s words in a stereotypical 
southern, slave dialect.

5.2
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For Gage, it was necessary that 
white Americans saw slaves as 
people unable to help themselves. 
Truth’s genuine tone of voice 
did not fi t the slave narrative 
that Gage needed, so Gage made 
a few edits to Truth’s speech. 
The tone of voice that Gage 
placed on Truth was a choice 
that many other creative directors 
made in the 19th and 20th century 
when it came to making Black 
people talk. Whether advertising 
anti-slavery or pancakes, 
designers setteled on using a 
“southern slave dialect” that 
made Black mascots talk.
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This tone of voice was created 
by using bad grammar, incorrect 
punctuation, and derivative spelling. 
For designers of this period, a 
“Black” tone of voice a�  rmed 
societal ideals of race and class. 
Minstrel shows in America in the 
19th and 20th century were highly 
popular.  The sight of Black identity 
in America was amusing to millions. 
The same “southern, slave dialect” 
that writers  and performers used 
in minstrel shows that humored 
crowds all across America were 
used by designers in creating 
a tone of voice in advertising.
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By using the sights and sounds of 
minstrel shows in advertisements, 
the same emotions in viewers 
that were evoked in those 
theatres could be evoked in 
advertising. In establishing this 
tone of voice, designers cemented 
their understanding of who Black 
people were to be and their role 
to play. This understanding was 
so deeply cemented in America in 
advertising, it’s now 2021 and the 
Pearl Milling Company is ready 
to “start a new day” by letting go 
of their brand name rooted in the 
American minstrelsy, Aunt Jemima.
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1. General Electric advertisement,
circa 1935.

2. Script to the theatrical portion of 
the State’s Mates April 1960 variety 
show, “The Backyard Minstrels.” 
Members of State’s Mates portrayed 
racist caricatures of African 
Americans in blackface.

3. Maxwell House Coffee 
Advertisement that ran in the 1930s.

4. A Jell-O advertisement from 1922.

Image Credits
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5. Hires Rootbeer Advertisement.

6. An advertisement for the 
World’s Fair.

7. Shinola shoe polish advertisement
from the 1930s.  

8. Cream of Wheat
advertisement from 1921.    

9. Aunt Jemima 
advertisement, circa 1930s.
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Display Type

Ina Saltz
Writer, Art Director,

Professor

“Display Type 
depends on its
unique form to
announce and 

amplify its content.”
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“Tone of Voice 
is the way you speak. 

It’s how you 
say something. 

Tone can completely 
change the meaning 

of a message.”
Tone of Voice

Display Type

6.2
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The 1954 supreme court case, Brown v. 
Board of Education of Topeka, would 
not be the fi rst time America disputed 
the issue of race integration in schools. 
Roberts v. City of Boston was a supreme 
court case that took place in the late 
1840s and produced the legal phrase 
“separate but equal” in America. This 
was the country’s answer to a Black 
family in Boston who wanted their 
daughter in a school with adequate 
funding, resources, and facilities. 
Almost sixty years later, the supreme 
court would supply Black Americans 
with the same answer in the Plessy v. 

Ferguson case in 1896.
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Then in 1954, the court overturned this 
ruling, and condemned the concept of 
“separate but equal”. For generations in 
America, before and after the Brown v. 
Board of Education of Topeka ruling, 
Americans have argued strongly and 
adamantly about whether or not racial 
integration could exist. To express their 
views and desires for their country, 
Americans spelled out their sentiments 
on posters and picket signs. The 
challenge lied in writing short, succinct 
statements to fi t on the size of these 
posters while also making the type 
large enough so that everyone, near 
and far, could read and hopefully agree 
with the statements being denoted. 
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In the same way photographs and 
speeches materialize the civil rights 
struggle, the works of graphic design 
created by Americans in the 50s and 60s 
provide us a di� erent perspective into 
our history and lingering frustrations.

6.9







L
V

O
E

Display Type

1. Students prepare signs for New York 
City school boycott held on Feb. 3, 1964.

2. Students carrying signs 
during citywide school boycott 
in New York City in 1964.

3. A protester in 1962.

4. High school student 
protesting in Texas in 1965.

Image Credits



America, Hate, Love & Graphic Design

L
V

O
E

5. Bayard Rustin & Cleveland 
Robinson in 1963 in Washington, DC.

6. Protesters in 1968.

7. Hunger strikers in the state 
Capitol in Frankfort, Kentucky, 
March 20, 1964.

8. Protester at the Kentucky 
state capitol in March 1964.

9. Students in New York City, 
circa 1964.

America, Hate, Love & Graphic Design



My Skin, My Logo

Print Media
7.1



Print Media

Isis Joseph
Designer, Writer

“Through print media
we build community, 

we build culture, 
and we solidify 
our legacies.”
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For generations, Black Americans have used 
print to challenge domineering stories about 
Black identity and encourage the cultural 
development of Black Americans.
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S
ince the fi rst American newspaper was 
printed, print has been a way citizens 
have declared their existence and 
identity. The fi rst newspaper for 

Black readers by Black writers was printed in 
1827 and was titled “FREEDOM’S JOURNAL”. 
The editors at the paper wrote to their patrons 
in the fi rst issue: “In conclusion, whatever 
concerns us as a people, will ever fi nd a ready 
admission into the FREEDOM’S JOURNAL 
interwoven with all the principal news of the day.” 
No matter the genre, politics, or period in 
history, Black journals and magazines have 
followed this principle of writing about 
Black stories through a Black perspective. 
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When looking at trends in printing throughout 
American history, one trend that has 
been everlasting is the creation and need for Black 
print media. Carter G. Woodson states in The 
Mis-Education of the Negro, “We say, hold on to
the real facts of history as they are, but complete 
such knowledge by studying also the history of 
races and nations which have been purposely 
ignored.” Black Americans have used writing 
and design for print media to memorialize and 
amplify topics of unique interest and knowledge.
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1. Designers in the layout department 
of the Chicago Defender in the 1940s.

2. The Negro Digest, later 
renamed Black World, was a 
magazine founded in 1942.

3. BLK was a monthly news magazine 
that centered Black LGBTQ topics 
in the late 80s and early 90s.

Image Credits
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5. Ebony magazine was 
founded in 1945. 

4. Freedomways was a popular 
socio-political  journal 
between 1961 and 1985.

6. The Crisis is the offi cial magazine 
of the NAACP, founded in 1910.

7. The Black Panther was the offi cial 
newspaper of the Black Panther 
Party, founded by Huey P. Newton 
and Bobby Seale in Oakland in 1967.



Typography

Schessa Garbutt
Designer, Creative Director, Founder 

of Firebrand Creative House

“I use type not just 
as a container 

for information,
 but to evoke feelings, 

conjure memories 
& move the eye 

through the work.”
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uring hip-hop’s inception in 
the 1970s, Black and Hispanic 
Bronx natives created the visual 

language of a brand new culture, chiefl y 
through experiments in typography.

Before hip-hop culture was the
mainstream phenomenon that it is now, 
before the record deals, grammys, and 
Pulitzer prizes, hip-hop artists simply 
needed people at their shows. Designers 
Buddy Esquire and PHASE 2 would 
materialize the vitality of these shows 
through their distinct use of typography 
on fl yers. Both Esquire and PHASE 2 fi rst
experimented with typography through 
the art of gra�  ti, using bold letterforms 
and colors to declare their identity in the 
dilapidated neighborhoods of  The Bronx 
in the early 70s.

D
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These two men would use their 
experience, connections, and 
love for the culture to make 
promotional material for early 
hip-hop showcases, known as  
jams. While other artists in The
Bronx were cultivating the sound 
and fashion of hip-hop, Esquire 
and PHASE 2 used graphic
design as a means of expanding 
culture and interest. Both
designers prioritized typography 
in their fl yers. Some of their
typographic styles included using 
several typefaces on one fl yer, 
mismatching the alignment
of text, and reinterpreting 
forms from Art Deco and 
Art Nouveau compositions. 
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The implementation of these typographic 
styles would eventually become synonymous 
with early hip-hop in New York City and subtly 
imitate the artistic wordplay of rap music. 
The typographic treatments on these 
fl iers created a visual language of hip-hop 
before the record labels and album covers. 

8.10
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s these fl iers moved 
through New York, 
the originality and 

excitement of a burgeoning 
culture would be evident to 
everyone as a result of the 
fl iers unique design and 
typography. These fl iers 
would invite people to
witness the early stages of a 
new art form that originated 
in creativity, innovation, 
and Black identity.

A
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1. Flyer from 1981 designed 
by PHASE 2 and Sisco Kid.

2. Flyer from 1981 designed 
by PHASE 2.

3. Flyer from 1982 designed 
by PHASE 2.

4. Flyer from 1981 designed 
by PHASE 2.

5. Flyer from 1982 designed 
by PHASE 2.

Image Credits
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6. Flyer from 1980 designed by 
Buddy Esquire and Sisco Kid.

7. Flyer from 1980 designed 
by Buddy Esquire.

8. Flyer from 1980 designed 
by Buddy Esquire.

9. Flyer from 1982 designed 
by PHASE 2.

10. Flyer from 1983 designed 
by PHASE 2.

11. Flyer from 1981 designed 
by PHASE 2.
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L’Rai Arthur-Mensah
Designer, Project Director

“Copy is anything 
written that is
 in service of 
storytelling.”
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During the onset of the AIDS 
epidemic in America, many news 
outlets, o�  ceholders, and public 
leaders believed that the disease 
was a white, gay man’s problem. 
One of the ways that the public 
perception of AIDS was challenged 
during this time was through the 
art of copywriting. During the early 
80s, The New York Times would
print an article naming the disease 
a “New Homosexual Disorder” and
many medical professionals would 
call it GRID, for gay-related immune 
defi ciency. This early stigmatization
and social marginalization of gay 
men and AIDS would harvest
the belief in many people’s mind, 
especially in the Black community, 
that AIDS was none of their concern.
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However, by 1983 HIV would become 
the leading cause of death for
Black men, ages 25-44, and by 1984 
Black children accounted for 50% 
of all pediatric AIDS cases. Many 
activists and groups during the 80s 
would   begin to address the toll of 
AIDS in the Black community
and the intersections of the
disease with race, class, addiction, 
education, and healthcare. 
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In addressing this problem, as 
mentioned before,  Americans would 
have confi dence in the infl uence and 
impact of graphic design. The main 
goal of these AIDS education posters 
would be to inform people about the 
science of AIDS and expand people’s
knowledge on who is at risk and why. 
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While each message on each poster 
during this period of the epidemic
would possess its own style and tone
of voice, the writers who composed 
messages targeted towards the Black
community helped to tell a more 
complete story of the epidemic. A story 
that was greater than sexuality and 
homophobia with a goal of preserving
lives. In creating AIDS education
posters targeted towards Black 
Americans, copywriters challenged
the position of AIDS in the Black
community and brought attention 
to the intersections of the disease.
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1. Advertisement for the African 
American HIV/AIDS program by 
the American Red Cross, 1990.

2. AIDS poster from the Dallas 
County Health Department. 

3. Advertisement by the U.S. 
Department of Health and 
Human Services in 1992.

5. A poster from the CDC 
from the 1980s.

4. A poster from New Haven 
Women’s AIDS Coalition of the 
Mayor’s Task Force on AIDS in 1988.

Image Credits



7. A poster from the New York 
State Health Department.

8. Unknown AIDS poster.

9. A poster from the Black Gay 
and Lesbian Leadership Forum 
in Los Angeles, circa 1985.

10. A poster from the Health 
Education Resource Organization 
(HERO) in Baltimore in 1986.

6. A poster from the Health 
Education Resource Organization 
(HERO) in Baltimore in 1987. 

Copywriting
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“Good branding 
is a positive interaction 

that elicits a positive 
reaction.”

Barbara Cossman
Designer, Creative Director
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In 2008, Barack Obama was 
named Advertising Age’s Marketer 
of the Year, winning over brands 
like Apple and Nike. Barack
mesmerized America. He was no 
longer a politician, or a man, Barack 
was a brand. He was a brand that 
many people loved, were afraid of, 
or intensely hated. But ultimately, 
his brand motivated a country 
to elect its fi rst Black president. 

On making Obama’s brand, 
designer Sol Sender says
in the book, “Designing 
Obama” by Scott Thomas, 
that “When we received 
the assignment, we 
immediately read both of
Senator Obama’s books. 

10.4
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We were struck by the ideas of 
hope, change, and a new perspective on red 
and blue (not red and blue states, but one 
country).” There was also a strong sense, 
from the start, that his campaign 
represented something entirely new in 
American politics”. The branding of Obama’s 
campaign didn’t just signal his existence as 
a politician, it envisioned hope and unity 
for the country. The graphic design 
produced for his presidential campaign 
signaled ideas of hope and inspired 
millions to believe in his movement.
These consistencies in design and language 
helped to build trust amongst potential 
voters while visualizing the bond 
between Barack and his supporters. 
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The allemcompassing branding 
system drew inspiration from 
America’s trusty visual vocabulary, 
stars, stripes, and a palette of red, 
white, and blue. Through modernizing 
these American visual notes, the 
design team for Obama’s campaign 
was able to capture the desires of 
past, present and future Americans. 
For both the 2008 and 2012 elections, 
several designers and artists 
would be hired by Barack’s campaign 
to produce materials. Though the 
message of hope would be at the 
heart of all designed materials, 
making his brand one for America.

America, Hate, Love & Graphic Design







Branding

1. Barack Obama speaks to an 
audience at the Democratic National 
Convention in Colorado, August 2008.

2. Logo sketches for 
the Obama campaign.

3. State logos designed for 
Obama’s presidential campaign.

4. Supporter, John Howell, 
with campaign sign in  
Illinois in February 2008.

5. Art by Rafael Lopez, California.

6. Supporters election 
night in Chicago in 2008.

Image Credits



7. Mockup of campaign’s 
slogan in use.

8. Supporters during a rally in 
South Dakota, in June 2008.

9. Homepage for BarackObama.com 
from 2008.

10. Poster designed by 
Shepard Fairey in 2008.

America, Hate, Love & Graphic Design

11. Supporters in South Carolina 
in 2008.

12. New York University 
students on election day in 2008.

13. Supporters election night 
in 2012.
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lack people exist in graphic design history. As Black 
design students, we aren’t simply faced with a lack 

of representation in graphic design education, we are actively 
engaging with material that consistently denies our existence 
yet we are expected to feel safe and feel seen. This denial in the 
study of graphic design and systems of visual communication 
creates a dismissive environment for Black design students in 
classrooms, and is undoubtedly a contributing factor to our 
lack of presence in the industry. According to the American 
Institute of Graphic Arts, 3% of design professionals today 
are Black. For Black design students,  white supremacy is an 
inescapable presence in our classrooms and in our anticipated 
careers. Design education cannot stay the way it is if we care 
about the experiences and futures of Black design students. 
We need to make Black people exist in design history 
classrooms because Black people exist in design history. In my 
design education, I appreciated the rare shout outs to Black 
designers such as Aaron Douglas and Emory Douglas, but 
mentioning the work of a few Black designers is not enough. 

B
Conclusion
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We need to discuss graphic design history and Black identity 
in more critical ways, especially as it pertains to the presence 
of white supremacy not only in our education but in our 
country. If we began to contemplate the portrayals of Black 
identity and the Black body in graphic design in our education, 
we would begin to have more valuable conversations about 
the tremendous impact of graphic design. We would also begin 
to actively instill in the minds of Black design students that 
topics that center Black people deserve to take up space in the 
classroom and beyond.



My Skin, My LogoMy Skin, My LogoMy Skin, My Logo

Further Reading



IDS in Blackface by Harlon DaltonIDS in Blackface by Harlon DaltonAAA
esigning Obama: A Chronicle of Art & Design from 
the 2008 Presidential Campaign by Scott Thomas
esigning Obama: A Chronicle of Art & Design from 
the 2008 Presidential Campaign by Scott ThomasDDD

adies’ Pages: African American Women’s Magazines 
and the Culture That Made Them by Nowlie M. Rooks
adies’ Pages: African American Women’s Magazines 
and the Culture That Made Them by Nowlie M. RooksLLL

undown Towns: A Hidden Dimension of 
American Racism by James W. Loewen
undown Towns: A Hidden Dimension of 
American Racism by James W. LoewenSSS

he Black Civil War Soldier: A Visual History of 
Confl ict and Citizenship by Deborah Willis
he Black Civil War Soldier: A Visual History of 
Confl ict and Citizenship by Deborah WillisTTTTTT

he Politics of Design: A (Not So) Global Design 
Manual for Visual Communication by Ruben Pater
he Politics of Design: A (Not So) Global Design 
Manual for Visual Communication by Ruben PaterTTTTTT

he Black Experience in Design: Identity, Expression 
& Refl ection by Kelly Walters, Dr. Lesley-Ann Noel, 
Anne H. Berry, Jennifer Rittner, Kareem Collie, & 
Penina Acayo Laker

he Black Experience in Design: Identity, Expression 
& Refl ection by Kelly Walters, Dr. Lesley-Ann Noel, 
Anne H. Berry, Jennifer Rittner, Kareem Collie, & 

TTTTTT



My Skin, My LogoMy Skin, My LogoMy Skin, My Logo

ight now as I am writing this, this book still feels 
like just an idea in my head so it’s necessary to 

express my gratitude for the people who helped me make this 
project a reality.

I would like to give thanks to my mother for reading this work 
and always catching my mistakes. 

To the amazing person that is Megan Bowker, I can not thank 
you enough for your help throughout this journey. I am also 
extremely grateful for Yocasta Lachapelle, for all of the ways 
you have supported me over the years I cannot say thank you 
enough. I would also like to thank everyone at COLLINS 
who has changed and inspired the ways in which I think 
about design.

To my professors: Holly Hughes, Kristina Sheufelt, Sophia 
Brueckner, Jennifer Metsker, and Melanie Manos. Thank you 
for all of your support and constructive critique of the work. 

R
Acknowledgements



America, Hate, Love & Graphic DesignAmerica, Hate, Love & Graphic DesignAmerica, Hate, Love & Graphic Design

Thank you for giving me the freedom to explore this work.

I also want to thank all of the artists and designers and 
educators who responded to my emails, answered questions, 
and shared their expertise with me for this book: Audrey 
G. Bennett, Dr. Cheryl D. Miller, Candy Chang, Barbara 
Cossman, Zipeng Zhu, L’Rai Arthur-Mensah, Ritesh Gupta, 
Edel Rodriguez, Tony Whitfi eld, Natalia Rocafuerte, Kendall 
Henderson, and Schessa Garbutt. 

I would also need to thank those who helped me in my 
research and writing: Brian Banks, Joe Levickas, Jamie Vander 
Broek, Deirdre Spencer, Julian Gonzalez, Jan Grenci, and 
Cat Cassel.

Last but not least a thank you to the Stamps School of Art & 
Design and Arts at Michigan.



My Skin, My LogoMy Skin, My LogoMy Skin, My Logo

Bibliography



America, Hate, Love & Graphic DesignAmerica, Hate, Love & Graphic DesignAmerica, Hate, Love & Graphic Design

“African American Civil War Memorial History & 
Culture .” National Parks Service, U.S. Department 
of the Interior, https://www.nps.gov/afam/learn/

historyculture/index.htm.
Altman, Lawrence K. “New Homosexual Disorder 
Worries Health O�  cials.” The New York Times, The 
New York Times, 11 May 1982, https://www.nytimes.
com/1982/05/11/science/new-homosexual-disorder-

worries-health-o�  cials.html.
“American Slave Branding Iron, Georgia Plantation 
- the ...” Atkinsoncenter.org, https://www.
atkinsoncenter.org/historical_library/american-

slave-branding-iron-georgia-plantation/.
Bausum, Ann. “The Terrifying Early Days of AIDS 
Chronicled in YA Book, ‘Viral’.” ADVOCATE, 25 June 
2019, https://www.advocate.com/books/2019/6/25/
terrifying-early-days-aids-chronicled-ya-book-viral.
“Black Soldiers in the U.S. Military during the 
Civil War.” National Archives and Records 
Administration, National Archives and Records 
Administration, 1 Sept. 2017, https://www.archives.

gov/education/lessons/blacks-civil-war.
Broadus, Angel Mason, and Angel Mason Broadus. 
“Racism in Marketing and Advertising - Black 
History Month.” Puzzle Pieces Marketing, 12 Jan. 
2022, https://puzzlepiecesmarketing.com/blog/
racism-in-marketing-and-advertising-black-

history-month-2021/#.
“Can Obama Recapture the Youth Vote?” 
National Journal, https://www.nationaljournal.

com/s/120907/can-obama-recapture-youth-vote.
Carlton, Genevieve. “Inside the Anti-Civil Rights 
Movement That Drew Support from Boston to 
San Francisco.” All That’s Interesting, All That’s 
Interesting, 22 Sept. 2020, https://allthatsinteresting.

com/anti-civil-rights-movement.
CDC Data. “30 Years of HIV in African American 

Communities: A Timeline.” CDC, 1 June 2011, 
https://www.cdc.gov/nchhstp/newsroom/
docs/timeline-30years-hiv-african-american-

community-508.pdf.
Civil Rights Movement Archive, https://www.

crmvet.org/index.html.
Coddington, Ronald S. “Unearthing Rare Images 
and Unique Stories of African American Civil War 
Soldiers.” Unearthing Rare Images and Unique 
Stories of African American Civil War Soldiers | 
JHU Press, JHU Press Blog, 29 Aug. 2012, https://
www.press.jhu.edu/news/blog/unearthing-rare-
images-and-unique-stories-african-american-

civil-war-soldiers.
Coen, Ross. “Sundown Towns .” Blackpast.org, 2 
Dec. 2020, https://www.blackpast.org/african-

american-history/sundown-towns/.
Coles, Stephen. “This Just In: Emory Douglas & 
the Black Panther.” This Just In: Emory Douglas 
& The Black Panther – Letterform Archive, 6 Oct. 
2017, https://letterformarchive.org/news/view/

emory-douglas-and-the-black-panther.
The Daily Picayune. “Twenty Dollars Reward.” 

The Daily Picayune, 20 Mar. 1852.
Dalton, Harlon L. “AIDS in Blackface.” Daedalus, 
vol. 118, no. 3, The MIT Press, 1989, pp. 205–27, 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20025255.
“Daniel Skelly Protests on Steps of City Hall.” 
Calisphere, Los Angeles Public Library, 1 Jan. 1965, 
https://calisphere.org/item/3a5075b739d9dc7ba8

bc3125950ec455/.
Demby, Gene. “The Golden Arch of the Universe Is 
Long.” NPR, NPR, 20 Apr. 2014, https://www.npr.
org/sections/codeswitch/2014/04/18/304591220/

the-golden-arch-of-the-universe-is-long.
“Diversity at New York’s Elite High Schools.” 
The New York Times, The New York Times, 29 



My Skin, My LogoMy Skin, My LogoMy Skin, My Logo

Mar. 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/29/
opinion/letters/new-york-elite-high-schools.html.

Donovan, John. “Sundown Towns: ‘Hiding’ 
Racism Right in the Open.” HowStu� Works, 
HowStu� Works, 20 Oct. 2020, https://history.
howstuffworks.com/american-history/sundown-

towns.htm.
Dundon, Rian. “Photos of American Nazis Driving 
a ‘Hate Bus’ through the Deep South, Following 
Freedom Riders.” Medium, Timeline, 20 Sept. 2017, 
https://timeline.com/american-nazis-hate-bus-

d6e1a52f6982.
Editors, Blackartstory.org. “Profi le: Buddy Esquire 
(1958-2014).” Black Art Story, 29 June 2020, https://
blackartstory.org/2020/06/29/profile-buddy-

esquire-1958-2014/.
Editors. “DAMN., by Kendrick Lamar.” The Pulitzer 
Prizes, https://www.pulitzer.org/winners/kendrick-

lamar.
“Facts.” National Parks Service, U.S. Department 
of the Interior, 27 Oct. 2021, https://www.nps.gov/

civilwar/facts.htm.
Fernandez, Orlando, photographer. In front of 170 W 
130 St., March on Washington, l to r Bayard Rustin, 
Deputy Director, Cleveland Robinson, Chairman 
of Administrative Committee / World Telegram & 
Sun photo by O. Fernandez. August 7. Photograph. 
Retrieved from the Library of Congress, <www.loc.

gov/item/2003671269/>.
Finlayson, Christina. “Through the Looking Glass 
– Stabilization of an Ambrotype.” National Portrait 
Gallery, Smithsonian, 18 Aug. 2017, https://npg.
si.edu/blog/through-looking-glass-%E2%80%93-

stabilization-ambrotype.
Freedom on the Move - Shortlink Service, https://

fotm.link/m6KbcL3Yf4WxXj35n9gVK2.

“Fugitives.” Fugitive Slaves, African American 
Community during Slavery, African American 
Identity: Vol. I, 1500-1865, Primary Resources 
in U.S. History and Literature, Toolbox 
Library, National Humanities Center, http://
nationalhumanitiescenter.org/pds/maai/

community/text7/text7read.htm.
Gavett, Gretchen. “Timeline: 30 Years of AIDS in 
Black America.” PBS, Public Broadcasting Service, 
10 July 2012, https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/
article/timeline-30-years-of-aids-in-black-

america/.
Gazin, Nick, and Johan Kugelberg. “Remembering 
Buddy Esquire, the King of the Hip-Hop Flyer.” 
VICE, 7 Feb. 2014, https://www.vice.com/en/
article/gq8vkb/remembering-buddy-esquire-the-

fl yer-king.
Gilmore, Glenda Elizabeth. “‘Somewhere’ in 
the Nadir of African American History, 1890-
1920.” Somewhere in the Nadir of African 
American History, 1890-1920, Freedom’s Story, 
TeacherServe®, National Humanities Center, 
Yale University / National Humanities Center, 
http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/tserve/

freedom/1865-1917/essays/nadir.htm.
“A Gorgeous Gallery of Vintage Mid-Century 
Ebony Magazine Covers.” Tom + Lorenzo, 23 
June 2020, https://tomandlorenzo.com/2020/06/

ebony-magazine-vintage-covers/.
Harris, Jerome. “In the Late ‘70s in the Bronx, 
Phase 2’s Party Flyers Created a Visual Language 
for Hip-Hop.” Eye on Design, 16 July 2019, https://
eyeondesign.aiga.org/in-the-late-70s-in-the-
bronx-phase-2s-party-flyers-created-a-visual-

language-for-hip-hop/.
Harris, Violet J. “African-American Conceptions 



America, Hate, Love & Graphic DesignAmerica, Hate, Love & Graphic DesignAmerica, Hate, Love & Graphic Design

of Literacy: A ... - JSTOR.” JSTOR, 1992, https://www.
jstor.org/stable/1476309.

Hernández Eleazar. “The Art of Copywriting.” 
Leading Creative Teams: Management Career Paths 
for Designers, Developers, and Copywriters, Apress, 

Berkeley, CA, CA, 2017.
Herson-Hord, Mason, et al. “‘Dark Municipalism’ - 
the Dangers of Local Politics.” The Ecologist, 26 June 
2018, https://theecologist.org/2018/jun/26/dark-

municipalism-dangers-local-politics.
“History of Photography.” PBS, Public 
Broadcasting Service, https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/
americanexperience/features/eastman-history-

photography/.
“History of the Crisis.” NAACP, 9 May 2021, https://
naacp.org/find-resources/history-explained/

history-crisis.
Hoenig, Leonard J. “The Branding of African 
American Slaves.” Archives of Dermatology, vol. 
148, no. 2, 2012, p. 271., https://doi.org/10.1001/

archdermatol.2011.2683.
“How Many Slaves Landed in the U.S.?” PBS, Public 
Broadcasting Service, 19 Sept. 2013, https://www.
pbs.org/wnet/african-americans-many-rivers-to-
cross/history/how-many-slaves-landed-in-the-us/.
“An Interview with Buddy Esquire ‘The Flyer King.’” 
OldSchoolHipHop.Com, 31 Jan. 2014, http://www.
oldschoolhiphop.com/interviews/buddyesquire.

htm.
Jackson, Ashawnta. The Rec Room Party Where Hip-
Hop Was Born - Jstor Daily. 11 Aug. 2020, https://
daily.jstor.org/the-rec-room-party-where-hip-hop-

was-born/.
“Johan Kugelberg Hip Hop Collection, 1975-
2008 Collection Number: 8021.” Guide to the 
Johan Kugelberg Hip Hop Collection, 1975-2008, 

http://rmc.library.cornell.edu/EAD/htmldocs/
RMM08021.html.

Keefer, Katrina H. “Marked by Fire: Brands, Slavery, 
and Identity.” Slavery & Abolition, vol. 40, no. 4, 
2019, pp. 659–681., https://doi.org/10.1080/014403

9x.2019.1606521.
“Klan Sign in Ayden Welcomes Visitors.” ECU 
Digital Collections, https://digital.lib.ecu.

edu/9052.
Loewen, James W. “Correct(Ed): How to Teach 
the Nadir of Race Relations.” NEA EdJustice, 4 
Oct. 2018, https://neaedjustice.org/social-justice-
issues/racial-justice/corrected-teach-nadir-race-

relations/.
Loewen, James W. Sundown Towns: A Hidden 
Dimension of Segregation in America. New Press, 

2005.
Long, Enoch, photographer. Unidentifi ed African 
American soldier in Union uniform with a Austrian 
Lorenz rifl e-musket and Remington revolver in 
front of painted backdrop showing weapons and 
American fl ag at Benton Barracks, Saint Louis, 
Missouri. [Between 1863 and 1865] Photograph. 

Retrieved from the Library of Congress, .
Meggs, Philip B. Meggs’ History of Graphic Design. 

5th ed., Wiley, 2016.
Mingus, Posted by Scott. “York Newspaper 
Supported Enforcing 1850 Fugitive Slave Law.” 
Cannonball, 3 Oct. 2020, https://yorkblog.
com/cannonball/york-newspaper-supported-

enforcing-1850-fugitive-slave-law/.
Mouser, Joseph. “The United States Colored Troops 
(1863-1865) •.” Blackpast, 8 Aug. 2019, https://www.
blackpast.org/african-american-history/united-

states-colored-troops-1863-1865/.
“National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL).” 



My Skin, My LogoMy Skin, My LogoMy Skin, My Logo

Edited by Tom Snyder, National Center for 
Education Statistics (NCES) Home Page, a Part of 
the U.S. Department of Education, https://nces.

ed.gov/naal/lit_history.asp.
News, Mercury, and Mary Anne Ostrom. “Obama 
Wins Historic Victory.” The Mercury News, 
The Mercury News, 14 Aug. 2016, https://www.
mercurynews.com/2008/11/05/obama-wins-

historic-victory/.
Partin, Elliot. “Freedom’s Journal (1827-1829).” 
Freedom’s Journal (1827-1829) •, 8 Aug. 2019, https://
www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/

freedom-s-journal-1827-1829/.
Partin, Elliot. “Freedom’s Journal (1827-1829).” 
Freedom’s Journal (1827-1829), 8 Aug. 2019, https://
www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/

freedom-s-journal-1827-1829/.
Partin, Elliot. “Freedom’s Journal (1827-1829).” 
Freedom’s Journal (1827-1829), 8 Aug. 2019, https://
www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/

freedom-s-journal-1827-1829/.
Pruitt, Sarah. “What Abraham Lincoln Thought 
about Slavery.” History.com, A&E Television 
Networks, 21 Sept. 2012, https://www.history.com/
news/5-things-you-may-not-know-about-lincoln-

slavery-and-emancipation.
Qumiby, Ernest, and Samuel R Friedman. “Dynamics 
of Black Mobilization Against AIDS in New ... - 
JSTOR.” Jstor, Oxford University Press on Behalf of 
the Society for the Study of Social Problems, Oct. 

1989, https://www.jstor.org/stable/800823.
“Racial Segregation on US Inter-State Transport 
to End – Archive, 26 Nov 1955.” The Guardian, 
Guardian News and Media, 26 Nov. 2020, https://
www.theguardian.com/world/2020/nov/26/racial-
segregation-on-us-inter-state-transport-to-end-

archive-1955.
Roarty, Alex. “Can Obama Recapture the Youth 
Vote?” National Journal, 17 May 2012, https://
www.nationaljournal.com/s/120907/can-obama-

recapture-youth-vote.
Sandweiss, Martha A. “The Gilder Lehrman 
Institute of American History Advanced 
Placement United States History Study Guide.” 
Photography in Nineteenth-Century America 
| AP US History Study Guide from The Gilder 
Lehrman Institute of American History, The 
Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History, 3 
Aug. 2012, http://ap.gilderlehrman.org/history-
by-era/art-music-and-film/essays/photography-

nineteenth-century-america.
“Script of State’s Mates Minstrel Show, Act 1, April 
11, 1960.” Omeka RSS, https://soh.omeka.chass.

ncsu.edu/items/show/79.
“The State of Louisiana Literacy Test.”

https://sharetngov.tnsosfiles.com/tsla/exhibits/
aale/pdfs/Voter%20Test%20LA.pdf

Teixeira, Ruy, and John Haplin. “The Return of the 
Obama Coalition.” Center for American Progress, 
7 Dec. 2010, https://www.americanprogress.org/

article/the-return-of-the-obama-coalition/.
“This Georgia Neighborhood Watch Successfully 
Cuts Crime.” Mysecuritysign.com, 8 May 2018, 
https://www.mysecuritysign.com/blog/georgia-

neighborhood-watch-cuts-crime/.
Thomas, Scott. Designing Obama: A Chronicle 
of Art & Design from the 2008 Presidential 

Campaign. Post Press, 2010.
Trachtenberg, Alan. “Albums of War: On Reading 
Civil War Photographs.” University of California 

Press, 1985.
“The Underground Railroad.” PBS, Public 



America, Hate, Love & Graphic DesignAmerica, Hate, Love & Graphic DesignAmerica, Hate, Love & Graphic Design

Broadcasting Service, https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/
part4/4p2944.html.

Unidentifi ed African American soldier in Union 
sergeant uniform holding a rifl e. [Between 1863 and 
1865] Photograph. Retrieved from the Library of 

Congress, .
Unidentifi ed African American soldier in Union 
uniform and gloves with musket; another soldier 
waits at the side. [Between 1863 and 1865] Photograph. 

Retrieved from the Library of Congress, .
Wills, Matthew. “Early Photographs of African 
American ... - JSTOR DAILY.” Daily Jstor, https://daily.

jstor.org/prickitt-civil-war-album/.
“Women in the Civil Rights Movement Historic 
Context Statement and AACRN Listing Guidance 
(African American Civil Rights Network) (U.S. 
National Park Service).” National Parks Service, 
U.S. Department of the Interior, https://www.nps.
gov/articles/women-in-the-civil-rights-movement-
historic-context-statement-and-aacrn-listing-
guidance-african-american-civil-rights-network.htm.
Wood, Andy. Comm 149 - African-Americans and the 
Prewar Fairs, https://www.sjsu.edu/faculty/wooda/

s149/149syllabus12racist2.html.
Woodson, Carter Godwin. The Mis-Education of the 

Negro. Tribeca Books, 2010.
Yassuh ... It’s Genu-Wine Hires, http://gogd.tjs-labs.

com/show-picture.php?id=1154432001.
“You Won’t Believe What We like to Wear in Bed - 
Digital Collections - National Library of Medicine.” 
U.S. National Library of Medicine, National Institutes 
of Health, https://collections.nlm.nih.gov/catalog/

nlm:nlmuid-101438831-img. 



My Skin, My LogoMy Skin, My LogoMy Skin, My Logo



America, Hate, Love & Graphic DesignAmerica, Hate, Love & Graphic DesignAmerica, Hate, Love & Graphic Design



My Skin, My LogoMy Skin, My LogoMy Skin, My Logo


