Graphic Design,
Power, and
Aesthetics

"A design cannot be disconnected from the values
and assumptions in which it was created, from
the ideologies behind it... ideology is in everything
around us, we perceive it as neutral”

Ruben Pater, 2016

Pater, R. (2016). The politics of design: A (not so) global design manual for visual communication. BIS Publishing.



Hello

Your name, pronouns, a little bit
of background (optional), and what
you want to get out of this workshop.

My name is Beth (she/her). | worked as
a full-time graphic designer for seven
years, and I’'m now a Narrative Futures
student and zine-maker. | want to know
how can the co-creation process enact
and explore alternative ways of doing
graphic design.

2023 2026




About this workshop

This is a more of a discussion than
a lecture. At the end of each section
we have time for a little chat.

After the workshop you will be
encouraged to submit something for
a collective zine, and your submission
will be exhibited at SaltSpace gallery
(next door to GZL). We will talk about
this later.

Welcome: 10 minutes
Introduction: 20 minutes
Discussion and Activity 1: 20 minutes
Short Break

Introduction: 20minutes
Activity 2 and Activity 3: 40 minutes
Conclusion and task: 10 minutes



Power of design



Graphic Design as a profession

Multidisciplinary process that
presents concepts, text, and
images in a visually engaging way
(Ambrose et al., 2020).

Became a profession in the 1950s,
shaped by Modernism and
industrialisation (Armstrong, 2009),
and became an easy-to-enter
profession with the advent of
desktop publishing (Lorusso, 2023).
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Designer’s roles in a capitalist society

According to Ruben Pater’s 2021 book Caps Lock

WORK
HARD
&
BE NICE
TO PEOPLE
Worker Activist Educator
WHAT
Amateur Philanthropist Brander

Futurist

Hacker

Engineer

Pater, R. (2021). Caps lock: How capitalism took hold of graphic design, and how to escape from it. Valiz.

Entrepreneur



Designer’s impacts

Provide useful Organise

information information st
You will read
this first.

EMERGENCY
EXIT
Visually explain Foster collective
information identities
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Provide methods JPECULATIVE
EVERYTHING

DESIGN, FICTION, AND JYOCIAL DREAMING

Empathize Ideate

Prototype

ANTHONY DUNME & FIONA RABY



Legitimise Signal values and
authorities identity
Regulate

behaviours

Sandwich
Artist”

You are the face of our global brand.

As well as preparing and serving delicious Subway® sandwiches
you will meet and greet guests and deliver exceptional customer
service. YoU'll be the reason customers keep coming back!




How power influence
graphic design



Graphic design is not value-free

bell hooks uses the phrase “Imperialist Design is influenced by these power.
White Supremacist Capitalist Patriarchy” It cannot be apolitical/neutral, because

to describe the current system we live in.  “neutrality does not mean value-free—
it means acquiescence to dominant social

and political values, freezing the status
quo in place. Neutrality may appear to
be apolitical, but that is only because the
status quo is taken as a neutral default
(Green, 2021).”

hooks, b. (2000). Feminism is for everybody: Passionate politics. Pluto Press.

Green, B. (2021). Data science as political action: Grounding data science in a politics of justice. Journal of Social Computing, 2(3), 249-265.
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designs with embedded values
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The Mercator map:
e North is up.
e Europe at the centre.

The Pioneer
plaque: What body
shapes, ethnicity,
and cultural norms
(posture, hair
styles) are seen as
universal?

These examples are found through Ruben Pater’s 2016 book The Politics of Design
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e The stretch on top and bottom makes
Europe disproportionately large.

“Upside-down” map

R B

Chinese map with
China near the centre

The Dymaxion map
has no top or bottom.



What’s shaping our norms?

Tools Process Goals Values
What do these tools What type of How do we define What do they
decide for us? outcome dothese  success? Whose actually mean?

processes produce? interests matter? Who is empowered?

creativity
We will make your business so
irresistible, its success is inevitable. TRANSFORM
defying the norm
MAKING BRANDS BELIEVE IN BRAVE

shutterstw.ck WPOSSIEL: TO IGNORE

DISRUPTION

Most awanﬁu N’ imagination

enrich lives

better futures

The —Brand Identity ,
business results.




ACtIVIty 1 Group of 2s

10 minutes Introduce to each other a case study you
are familiar with.

What tools, processes, goals or values do
you think they embed?

What would be difference if you change
one of them?

IKEA offers residents free blinds for their windows if they agree to present adverts on
the street-facing side



Short Break



Aesthetics

Let’s take aesthetics as a subject

to further discuss how design is
influenced by the social environment
and assumptions we take for granted.



Aesthetics’ relationships with power are not fixed

People prefer the same aesthetic for different reasons

Cottagecore: leisure, magic Tradwife: virtue, false timelessness




Aesthetics of power - for legitimacy

o
Embossing: Gold: White space: Floating render:
Understated luxury, Precious, worthy Having time and Scientific, exists as

signaling wealth space. pure idea.



Aesthetics of countercultures and vernacular
designs - for energy and “authenticity”

MMLE W
Protest signs: Doodles: Imperfections: Chaos:
Making the brand Connecting the Small-batch look Relatable, fun,
a hero, a market brand with love, down-to-earth

disruptor hope, innocence



How brands adopt
culture to justify
themselves

BRANDING
"HIJACKS - -
CULTURE

BRANDING
ABSORBS
- CRITIQUE

0 drnraven
R J1 Myles Sergé - Trans Milenio (Hardspace Mix)

B crRANDING |
B STEALS -

. | :EANGUAGE

BRANDING . 8
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BRANDING

EXPLOITS
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B IMITED. -

BRANDING
IS A MIND

NARCOTIC

BRANDING

IS A SOCIAL

BRANDING RESOURCE.
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HOMOGENISING BSRAND'NG

ADDICTIVE
BRANDING

CANCER .

B cRANDING
HAS NO
MORALS

BRANDIMg
S COok

Darren Raven [@drnraven]. (2026, March 18).

PERSUADES BRANDING:
Public pedagogy 077 - 18/03/26 - plaything N D

. IS THE THIEF
of capitalism [Image Carousel]. Instagram. COERCES OF AGENCY
https://www.instagram.com/p/DWAT _ipjNH- X

/?hl=en&img_index=1 ® °




The cycle

Vernacular practice: Subculture: Mainstream:

Ordinary, functional. Adopted and stylised by Commercialised and
communities, become legitimised within
symbols of belonging. dominant cultural markets.

Power absorbs challengers.

Gucci x Balenciaga
“The Hacker Project”




Cool hunting as design process

A

Pin on Pinterest Predicts UK’s Pen Pals board

Cross-category trend

PenFPals

What people are searching for

eute stamps: +105%

penpal letters: +35%

handwritten letters: +45%

penpalideas: +20%

‘snail mail gifts: +110%

About the trend

Your inbox is about to get jealous of your
letter box. Expect a letter-writing renaissance
in 2026, as Gen Z and Millennials turn snail
mail into authored art. Think elaborate
envelopes, special stationary, and so. many.
stamps. DMs, you're dust.

Pin on Pinterest Predicts UK’s Pen Pals board

Pen Pals

Beauty brands could create a
campaign that highlights the perfect
products to send via snail mail.

Pinterest Predicts 2026 marketing tips
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Saldo’'s DTC Bottles
Channel Small-
Batch Energy

By Chloe Cordover
Published April 28, 2025

Saldo’s DTC packaging, designed by Co-
Partnership, leans into a DIY sensibility that feels
personal without trying too hard. Each bottle
features handwritten varietals scrawled on strips
of faux masking tape, an intentional contrast to
the clean SALDO wordmark above.

The typography is casual, but purposeful, adding
a sense of maker’s mark to each pour. Combined
with subtle shifts in label placement and wrap
textures, the design balances polish with play,
making it feel like a one-off from a winemaker’s

own stash.




Authentic look vs. “authentic” look

Shapedbyreal ... > Mimics of the
conditions original constraints
Meaningful within - > Taken out of

a community context

“If we ignore capital for a few minutes, we can
imagine another model for design based on the
lived experience of the communities we exist within.
Communities created through shared values and
knowledges, based on lived experience, concretised
through design into cultural objects... then
circulates back into an expanding community.”
Kevin Yuen Kit Lo, Design Against Design

Lo, K. Y. K. (2024). Design against design. Set Margins’.



Discussion: what can we do as individual

designers?

Is it individual’s responsibility to reject problematic approaches to
aesthetics? When we work under precarious conditions, do we get to
decide what we design? If not why do we bother talking about it?

why are you copying my work? this kind of
remmds me of a rave flyer i once did for a friend..
you're hurting visual culture
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image by Instagram account @ethicaldesign69

WHO CAN AFFORD
TO BE CRITICAL?

|ncLuiry into )
what we can't do alone. as designers.

andinto
what we might be able to do together. as people

Matos, A. (2022). Who can afford to be critical? An inquiry into what we can’t do alone,
as designers, and into what we might be able to do together, as people. Set Margins’.



Activity 2 Redesign a bank note for a

20 minutes community you are part of.
Think about what is considered

valuable to you.
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Examples



Aesthetics kept relevant to their origins:

Protest-inspired fonts by GenderFail, only available for marginalised users

GenderFail Open Sourced
Protest-inspired Fonts

Since 2018, GenderFail has been making fonts based on protest signs from queer
alr:d trans projects, the protests for black lives since the Stonewall Riots of 1969 ta
the present.

Terms of use

Queer, trans, and non-binary folks, black and Indigenous folks can use any of these
fonts for personal, for-profit, non-profit, mutual aid and fundraising uses. Please

consider donating (if you have the means and want to support this non-commerial

work) via our PayPal account at %enderfailproject@gmai .com or online here if you

can. If you are a sizeable for-profit business or corporation, don’t you fucking dare
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our activated minds.

“FIRST GAY AMERLANS,” MATIONAL MARCH ON WASHINGTON
FOR LESBLAN AND GAY RIGHTS, HASHINGTON, 0., (CTORIR
4, T3T3. PHOTD BY JOEL RINNE AND EARL COLVAN.

https://genderfailpress.info/PROTEST-FONTS



Aesthetic of a promise:

Kenya Hara’s Umeda Hospital signage design (2001). Fabric way-finding
system’s promise of care and hygiene only stands when the hospital can
genuinely maintain the standard by washing them regularly.

consultalion
FOam

https://duaneharrison.tumblr.com/post/921640661/kenya-haras-signage-system-for-a-clinic



Aesthetic of care and effort:

Craftivist Collective runs workshops, events, and sell craftivist kits. It showed how a
piece of design have extra power when the look revealed time and effort put into it.

IDEAS.TED.COM REEEEERERENULE e

TECH BUSINESS ARTS+DESIGN SCIENCE WEHUMANS Q

ARTS + DESIGN

How a gentle protest with hand-
embroidered hankies helped bring
higher wages for retail employees

https://www.craftivist-collective.com/



Commercial brand with founder’s personal voice:

Strangelove, built on founder’s fun and chaotic personality

Tastes like a pineapple who went
to therapy and realised their
aggressive exterior was keeping
them from reaching their full
potential. So they stripped down
nude, changed their legal name
to “The Fruit Formerly Known
as Pineapple’ and now lives a
relaxed wholesome
life teaching tantric
pottery in
Byron Bay.

Gifts for problematic people
= Some Like It Hot Qur first drink - released in 2013 - was an Organic Ginger

Beer Energy Elixir. As you can tell by the last sentence, we
had absolutely no idea what we were doing. However, we
knew what a ginger beer should taste like. So, with little
regard for hifalutin concepts like “profit” and “cash flow”, we
packed so much ginger into our first product it clogged up
the multi-million dollar production line we borrowed to bottle
it. After the lawsuit, people told us they really enjoyed the
drink and that it tasted very gingery. Success!

Inspired by the old 'hide your hip flask in a hollowed
out bible’ trick, these new gift packs open to reveal
something far more interesting than a guy with
fabulous hair performing a few magic tricks. Instead,
open up these faux-self help books and reveal an even
neater magic trick - the elements to craft your very
own bar quality cocktail.

Booze Book Volumes 1& 2

Booze Book Volume 1: Drinking Fast &
Tl ch is too much? 2013

https://strangelove.com.au/



Recap and discussion

N N N

Graphic design is At the same time, Take aestheticsas  Is authenticity the

everywhere and it  what designersdo  anexample within  ethical answer? Can

has the power to is shaped by norms, design. Power individual designers

impact people which is shaped by  legitimises itself afford it? Examples
power through co-opting

trendy aesthetics.



Activity 2 Use material provided to make a

20 minutes collage, that changes the original
meaning of the words and images
you use.

Collage is one of the most common method of zine making. Magazine collage by Beth Xia.



Creative Submission
by 20 April

You are invited to submit one or two
Ab pages of creative work inspired
by today’s workshop. Selected
submissions will be included in

a collective zine and exhibited at
SaltSpace Gallery in August.

The zine will be risograph printed in
two colours. Please prepare your

artwork using no more than two colours.

A submission link will be emailed
to you in a few days.

Your submission can take any form:
an activity you completed today;

a piece of speculative fiction; a tool
for commoning, hacking, vandalising,
or reimagining; an essay; a letter to
graphic design; a case study;

a manifesto, etc.



Thanks for coming!

Please fill in a feedback form
and leave your email address.

For any questions
please email me at

s2 (6203 7/@ed.ac.uk



