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The historical helmet designs for CMU from 1960 to 2014.
(*1) Worn during the 2013 home game versus Michigan State.
(*2) Worn during the 2013 home game versus Toledo.  
(Graphic provided by CMU athletics)

Context and Organization’s Ethos
 The Central Michigan Chippewas are the 
sixteen men’s and women’s athletic teams 
of Central Michigan University. CMU was a 
member of the Illinois Intercollegiate Athletic 
Conference from 1950 to 1970. The school’s 
athletic programs are now affiliated with the 
NCAA and compete in the Mid-American 
Conference with the exception of women’s 
lacrosse, which competes in the Atlantic Sun 
Conference. The school colors are maroon and 
gold, and the school and its students and alum-
ni are referred to as Chippewas which is some-
times shortened to Chips. This nickname is 
used with consent of the nearby Saginaw Chip-
pewa Indian Tribe, who have a positive rela-
tionship with the university. In August of 2005, 

the university was placed on the NCAA’s list 
of schools with “hostile or abusive” nicknames 
but appealed the decision with the support of 
the Saginaw Chippewa Indian Tribe.
 Since that time, Central Michigan Uni-
versity has worked closely with the Tribe to 
ensure any representations and uses of the 
Chippewa name are done with respect to the 
Saginaw Chippewa Indian Tribe. The two 
entities have a mutually beneficial relationship 
based on respect and inclusion. 

Logo Changes and Reception

 

The school athletics logo has changed over 
time, once featuring an Indian spear, but is 
now a stylized block letter “C”, often referred 
to as the “flying C.” The current version of 
the athletic trademark was first used in 1997. 
The “flying C” logo was designed by a CMU 
undergraduate student in 1995.
 Central Michigan first adopted the Chippe-
was nickname in 1941. Their assistant football 
coach, Lawrence “Doc” Sweeney argued that 
the the Bearcats nickname had nothing to do 
with the school and the area, since the Bear-
cat was a nearly extinct beast that none of the 
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students had ever seen or heard of. Chippewa 
was the name of the school’s yearbook and the 
name of the river that flows through Mount 
Pleasant, Michigan where the university is 
located. And Sweeney further argued that the 
“American Indian image” would provide “… 
unlimited opportunities for pageantry and 
showmanship for the band as well as athletic 
teams.” (Wikipedia, 2015)
 In August of 2005 the NCAA announced 
that it had adopted a new policy to prohibit 
NCAA colleges and universities from display-
ing hostile and abusive racial/ethnic/national 
origin mascots, nicknames or imagery at any 
of the 88 NCAA championships. (NCAA) 
The policy change was an attempt to affect 
change at the levels that the NCAA could 
control—postseason tournaments. It was a 
blanket change, and one that put CMU on the 
list of offending institutions along with 17 
other universities. This was not the first time 
that the university faced this type of scrutiny. 
In the 1970s there was a national movement 
about the use of native imagery for sports 
teams. This same movement prompted Stan-
ford University to drop the Big Red mascot in 
1972 and change to the Cardinals. Now Stan-
ford is known as “The Cardinal” with a tree as 
a mascot at football games.
 In the midst of all the controversy, the 
NCAA had failed to consult the very people 
they assumed would be offended—The Chip-
pewas. In response to the NCAA’s hostile and 
abusive list, the Saginaw Chippewa Indian 
Tribe issued a sharply-worded rebuke: Stay 
out of our business. Tribal spokesman, Joseph 
Sowmick stated, “The rich relationship that 
the Saginaw Chippewa Indian Tribe has with 
CMU cannot be determined by an outside 
entity without contacting the institution and the 
government involved. Any arbitrary decision 
made from an outside source regarding the 
university-Tribal relations is not acceptable, 
and certainly the Saginaw Chippewa Indian 
Tribe would welcome a dialogue to discuss 

this further.”
 The Central Michigan University Board 
of Trustees approved the continued use of the 
name “Chippewas” in association with CMU. 
According to its website, the university’s goals 
are to use the name with honor and respect, 
increase supportive connections between CMU 
and Native Americans, and improve efforts to 
sensitize students, faculty and staff to Native 
American traditions and culture. (CMUChip-
pewas.com) In an interview Frank Cloutier, the 
Tribe’s public relations director stated, “Our 
position is that if it’s not derogatory and it’s 
being used appropriately, with an opportunity 
to share or cross-share our culture, then it’s 
fine.” (Lukas) The university has taken mea-
sures to ensure that it continues to bear the 
name of “Chippewas” in a respectful manner. 
In 2003 the Tribe and CMU entered into an 
articulation agreement that outlined that both 
entities have an obligation. Cloutier addresses 
freshmen athletic students every year about 
the Chippewa culture and what it means to be 
a Chippewa, and about the proud competitive 
nature of its people. Every CMU athletic me-
dia guide has a carefully-written note about the 
nickname, urging the media’s help in main-
taining the delicate agreement with the Tribe 
by eliminating inappropriate and inaccurate 

images of Native Americans. As stipulated by 
the agreement, the university has an office, Na-
tive Americans Programs, which is responsible 
for various programs all related to the Native 
American community and culture. CMU also 
has several areas on campus that are dedicated 
to the presence of the Chippewa Nation, offer-
ing cross-cultural exchanges. 
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Design Principles Used
 Central Michigan’s “flying C” logo is used 
by its athletic programs. As with most univer-
sities, there are a number of logos, each with 
its intended use: formal seals, alumni, general 
branding, and athletic programs, to name a 
few. The slant of the letter, or italicization, 
gives a feeling of motion or speed, a highly 
prized characteristic in all sports. The maroon 
and gold colors are part of an analogous color 
scheme, colors that are next to each other on 
the color wheel. Analogous color schemes are 
often found in nature and are harmonious and 
pleasing to the eye. They also create serene 
and comfortable designs, however this logo is 
not intended to elicit feelings of serenity. The 
block lettering is consistent with an institution 
wanting to create an image of stability and 
authority. Though it may not be intended, the 
trailing lines coming off the letter are remi-
niscent of the stripes of face paint we often 
associate with a Native American tribe. In all 
other respects, the logo avoids any inappropri-
ate references to the Chippewa as a people and 
communicates the image of a sports team.

Suggestions for Improvement
 The “flying C” is successful in avoiding 
incorrect representations of Native Americans, 
however it does not communicate much else. It 
is carefully generic, and perhaps that is inten-
tionally so. It suggests collegiate sports, which 
is appropriate. Any potential changes would 

require a good understanding of the Saginaw 
Chippewa tribe and even an unofficial ap-
proval from the Tribe. As an alternative, CMU 
could consider incorporating river imagery that 
would tie in the connection to the Chippewa 
River that is part of the geography of Mount 
Pleasant, Michigan. River imagery would 
communicate the feeling of movement and 
swiftness but in a less linear and blockish way 
used in the current logo.  
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