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BRANDER

The unveiling of a new brand identity
is an emotional opportunity to energize emplovees
around a new sense ('/ /’11//'('\(
RODNEY ABBO'1

There is much more to branding than a logo or style.
It is @ manifestation of power.
METAHAVEN






MAKING
MARKS

From the Nike swoosh to the Christian cross, abstract symbols
play an important role in human society. Elementary shapes such
as the circle, square, triangle, the line, the arrow, and the cross
have been found in 35,000-year-old cave drawings on different
continents.! This would suggest that some symbols are universal,
although their meaning is definitely not universally shared. His-
torian Yuval Noah Harari mentions sociological research that
suggests groups of up to about 150 individuals can exist without
symbolic representation. Once a group becomes larger, stories
and myths are necessary to establish a social order. Harari cites
religions, politics, professions, nation states, social classes, and
corporations as examples of such myths.?

The subject of symbols is expansive, which is why this chapter
limits itself to the use of symbols that mark products or services:
brands. The designer as a brander could be a craftsman, an artist,
or a designer, who creates symbols for products as a proof of
quality, authenticity, identity, and promotion. People are naturally
drawn to symbol making. Workmen in ancient Rome and Egypt left
inscriptions of symbols and their initials at construction sites, dis-
covered thousands of years later. Today the unheard and unseen
use graffiti tags to leave their mark in public space.

Branding started with the marking of agricultural property.
Brandings were a symbol of identification, but today they have be-
come symbols for mass-produced products. With each step the
maker of the product became further removed from the brand that
it represented, until logotypes for businesses grew into graphic
systems for multinational corporations known as corporate iden-
tities. Branding since then spread to include all aspects of life,
with brands achieving an almost omnipresent and religious status.
Nothing can escape ‘branding’; cities, nations, water, air, even sand

«  Hank Willis Thomas, Scarred Chest, 2003
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can be branded. To find out which aspects of branding serve the
capitalist system, this chapter retraces the designer as a brander,
from its origins to the billion-dollar brands of today.

The Branding of Bodies

The word branding comes from the ancient Norse word brandr,
meaning ‘to burn’. One way of marking property was by burning
a symbol into the hide of an animal, using a wooden torch called
a brand. The word dates back to the early Middle Ages, but the
Egyptians branded their livestock five thousand years ago. Live-
stock wasn’t the only living form of property that was branded.
David Graeber describes how in ancient Greece, slaves could be
freed for a ransom, and they would be branded with the mark of
their own currency.® Under Roman law, slaves were considered
property. Runaway slaves were marked with the letters FGV for
fugitivus (fugitive), while robbers were branded with FUR, for fure
(thief) into the forehand, legs, and arms.*

Slavery took on an industrial scale during European colonial-
ism, when labour was needed in the colonized territories. Enslaved
peoples were branded with a hot iron on the forehead, breast, or
arm. The horrifying act of burning an owner’s logo into a person as
branding is understood by author and educator Simone Browne as
both a technology for marketing and for torture.®

John H. Felch and William Riches, branding slaves, ¢. 1858
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[ron instruments fashioned into rather
simple printed type became tools of torture.

SIMONE BROWNE, AUTHOR AND EDUCATOR

Branding iron with the letters ‘E’ and ‘W', Latin America, 1877.

The branding of slaves was part of a designed cultural system of
oppression and violence. When slaves from the Dutch West India
Company (WIC) arrived on the Caribbean island of Curacao they
were branded before being sold. The WIC was one of the first
corporations in the world, and already had ‘brand’ guidelines: ‘as
you purchase slaves you must mark them at the upper right arm
with the silver marker CCN, which is sent along with you for that
purpose’, and then the method of branding itself,

note the following when you do the branding: (1) the area of
marking must first be rubbed with candle wax or oil; (2) The
marker should only be as hot as when applied to paper, the
paper gets red.®

The graphic systems for branding slaves signified locations,
situations, or owners. Browne explains the branding system of the
WIC after 1703:

The company began to use alphabetic branding irons in an A-Z
sequence, with the exception of the letters U and J so as not to
be confused with the letters V and |, and the letter O was not
used due to the iron being worn down.”
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The Barbados Council branded the letter R on the forehead of
slaves that set fire to sugarcane fields. In Brazil, runaway slaves
were branded with the letter F.

It is important to understand this violent part of the history of
branding not just as an exceptionally barbarous acts from long
ago, but as a fundamental capitalist strategy. The transatlantic
slave trade itself was a capitalist enterprise driven by profit that
made industrial capitalism possible. Branding reveals the violent
logic of capitalism’s exploitation of people and planet, by turning
everything into a commodity, even people.

Merchant Marks
The branding of objects came from the habit of craftsmen of mark-
ing their tools and creations. In ancient Egypt identity marks were
found on the personal property used by workmen working on the
pyramids. Identity marks could be derived from someone’s name
or initials, or a symbol related to the family name. A family symbol
could even transfer from father to son.®

Before literacy became widespread, symbolic markings and
colour schemes were necessary to identify friend or foe. Medieval
knights who fought with closed visor needed shields with symbols
and colours to distinguish one another on the battlefield. Heraldry
books were produced with the graphic depictions of shields in
order to assess the right amount of ransom money for captured
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Arms of Knights of the Garter, an order of knighthood in the British honours system, 1672-1677.
Marks left by masons in King's College, thirteenth century, London
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The grocer’s, from a Dutch school teaching aid. Most items are sold brandless in bulk quantities.

knights. Shields were part of a visual identity, with symbolic
imagery and specific colours that were used by aristocrat families
for generations. The popularity of shields led European cities and
towns to copy the custom and create their own shields as town
symbols in the thirteenth century.

While towns and noblemen used shields, the guilds used mer-
chant’s marks. These were symbols used by the maker for manu-
factured goods. Merchant’s marks were burned into wooden cases
carrying products, or were pressed onto products themselves. In
medieval Europe they were even compulsory.® Besides protecting
the guilds, they were used to keep track of goods, to identify own-
ership, and thus became a sign of authentication and quality.

Crafts and specific regional production could be protected
through brand names and symbols, which was essential for the
guild’s monopolies over manufacturing. These qualities can still
be found in the use of some brands today. Merchant’s marks were
written or cut by hand, or stamped by the craftsman who made the
product. Branding as a natural outcome of the production process
itself would change with the industrial revolution.
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Industrial Branding

In the craftsman’s workshop, handmade products took great
efforts, skills, and time to produce. The merchant’'s mark was a
personal guarantee of quality by the workshop’s master. The in-
vention of the steam engine set in motion industrial production in
the late eighteenth century, and the market would soon be flooded
with identical mass-produced goods. These products were of
much lower quality than the handmade products, and their form
revealed little about the people who designed and produced them,
and under which circumstances.

To compensate for the absent affinity that craftsmen instilled in
their products, artists were hired to invent narratives, names, and
symbols to replace the craftsmen’s signature. These were always
partly fictional, as the design of packaging and branding wasn't
done on the factory floor where the objects were produced. One
of the strategies to instil a familiar feeling onto lifeless industrial
products was to invent fictional persons. Design theorists Ellen
Lupton and J. Abbott Miller write that early industrial brands ‘re-
placed the local shopkeeper as the interface between consumer
and product’.”® This is why the brands for generic foods were folksy
and family-like: Campbell’s Soup, Uncle Ben'’s, Aunt Jemima, and
Quaker Oats. A lot of these early advertising ideas can still be
found today, as brands create brand personalities as a substitute
for human relationships. By using a consistent way of speaking,
informal language, and friendly imagery, brands make us associate
a product with a person. In her book No Logo (1999), Naomi Klein
quotes a 1920s ad man working for General Electric, saying that
GE is not an electric company but they are ‘the initials of a friend"."

The successful use of fiction to breathe life into products,
taught early advertising professionals that they could sell anything
by appealing to the customer’s subconscious. Branding started to
revolve around the creation of pleasant associations.

Filling the Void

The American Marketing Association defines a brand as a ‘name,
term, design, symbol, or any other feature that identifies one
seller's good or service as distinct from those of other sellers’.”?
Undoubtedly brands can be symbols of quality and distinction,
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which have a genuine purpose. By creating marks that identify
owners and makers of products, brands can even have a practical
and cultural value.

Since the industrial revolution we have seen a very different
function of brands. Overproduction under capitalism requires
more aggressive methods to sell the surplus of products. Branding
has become a promotional vehicle that disconnects the conditions
of actual production, the workers, and the materials, from how
products are sold. ‘It has been the very business of the advertising
industry to distance products from the factories that make them’,
writes Naomi Klein.'"®

To a large extent, the workers who actually assemble or make
the products have no influence on how these are communicated
and branded. This is done as far away as possible, to enable de-
signers to develop fictional narratives for the purpose of selling the
product independent of its material quality and origin. Copywriter
Helen Woodward started her advertising career in 1907 and said:
‘if you are advertising any product, never see the factory in which
it was made.... Don’t watch the people at work ... because, you see,
when you know the truth about anything, the real inner truth—it is
very hard to write the surface fluff which sells it."*

Through the dogma of branding, graphic
designers are learning to commodify

all forms of information. Just as what
goods signify matters more these days
than their basic utility, so it goes that first,
information must signify ownership and
only secondly does it informs.

NICK BELL, DESIGNER
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Six largest beer companies in the world and their brands.
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