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MAKING PEACE VISIBLE: COLORS IN VISUAL PEACE

RESEARCH

by Juha A. Vuori, Xavier T. Guillaume and
Rune S. Andersen

Peace is not an absence, but rather a visibly identifiable set of norms. This
visualization can take place through internationally recognized signs such as
the white flag and the blue helmet. These representations of norms are united
in their ability to be distinguished from similar objects or signs through their
use of colors. The identificatory use of color avoids confusion between parties
embroiled in a conflict, making an organization or envoy stand out and creat-
ing the expectation that they are encompassed by the specific norms of war-
fare, which these colors make visible. Through establishing such “dumb
signs” of peace, as Grotius put it, the colors of peace have, we argue, played a
notable part in establishing customary international law. The aim of our con-
tribution is to offer an illustrative chromatological analysis of how peace and
its norms are made visible through objects and symbols which are not con-
nected with peace beyond their coloring (e.g., emblems, flags, helmets, or war-
zone vehicles). We show how certain colors, in their situated use, come to
both symbolize and enact peace in terms of international politics.

MAKING PEACE VISIBLE: COLORS IN VISUAL PEACE RESEARCH

Paying attention to colors shows how peace is a set of international

norms. As such, peace is an often elusive and difficult concept that

This article is part of a larger collaborative project on color and security partly
funded by the Kone Foundation, see references below. The order of names, there-
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tends to be defined in the negative as the absence of its opposites,

namely war and violence.2 Rather than being elusive, however, we

argue that peace is clearly expressed through a visibly identifiable set

of norms developed during conflicts, generalized to be recognizable

beyond immediate conflict and communicated through the use of col-

ors. This visualization can take place with internationally recognized

signs, such as the white flag or the UN’s blue helmet. These represen-

tations of norms of peace are united in their ability to be distinguished

from similar “offensive” objects—for example, helmets or military

vehicles—or “parochial” signs—for example, emblems or flags—
through their use of colors. This highly visible and identificatory use

of color aims at avoiding confusion between parties embroiled in a

conflict. They make an organization, or its envoys stand out and be

seen as requiring protection by the norms these colors make visible

and, thus, make possible. At the same time, they produce the expecta-

tion—legally and among the international community, at least—that

such envoys abide by the prescriptions mandated by the same norms,

and that to an extent they, and the objects and symbols they carry

with them, are enacting peace.

The chromatological analysis that follows shows how peace and

its norms are made visible from an international political perspective.

Chromatology is the study of color in relation to people, and its inter-

national political variation is thus the study of color in relation to the

international political community. This article explores color relations

through the objects and symbols that are commonly connected to the

enactment of peace. In order to understand how peace becomes a part

of our constructed visibilities, we engage with two basic questions:

How is color used to symbolize peace, and how is color used to enact

peace? This enhances our understanding of the interconnections of

visuality and politics, and shows how the use of color is not only

about design,3 but about the interpellation and production of social

and political spaces.

In this article, we engage both the symbolic and performative

dimensions of color to read the ambiguities of its presence or absence,

and the use and transformation of the use of color to invoke and enact

peace. We make an analytical distinction between the broader perfor-

mativity of color use as connoting overarching ideas of peace and

peacefulness, and the immediate, illocutionary4 performativity (i.e.,

acts done in making a promise or waiving a white flag) through which

color use performs or interpellates a declaration of peace and
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peacefulness. The article begins with an introduction to the main ideas

of chromatology and its relevance for a distinction of issues in interna-

tional politics, followed by a discussion of how peace is symbolized

and done with colors. Next, we examine the use of color in signaling

peace as it is practiced by the United Nations (UN) through the use of

the blue helmet. Beyond the UN, we examine how color enacts peace

in the use of the white flag. Our conclusions on how color can be used

to signal and enact peace draw the article to a close.

A CHROMATOLOGY OF PEACE

Chromatology, the study of color use in relation to people, com-

prises of multiple theoretical and methodological analytics5 and can

add to the emergent engagement with visualities both in peace

research and security studies.6 How color is used allows for entry

points into numerous social, political, and international political prac-

tices and processes of meaning making. This is made possible by the

role colors play in a great number of “systems of signification”7 (i.e.,

consistencies of meaning among groups of signs) whether those con-

cern the world of fashion, security, or the highway code. The chroma-

tological analysis of both security and peace as sites, encounters,

enactments, or institutions provides for the study of visual modalities

(i.e., ways and manners in which something occurs, is expressed, per-

formed, or accomplished). Such modalities are not limited to individ-

ual or sequential visual forms or shapes (drawings, photographs,

videos, and so on), but are an inevitable aspect of all material prac-

tices.8 This approach broadens the visual study of peace and security

beyond representative objects (e.g., images) that have been at the heart

of much of previous visual analysis.9

Colors are an important locus of research for studying societal

issues through their visual expressions because, through the significa-

tions attached to them, colors (can be used to) do things in a perfor-

mative sense. Colors, for instance, are able to provide meaning to

objects that would not otherwise have clear meanings based on their

sole shape or the forms drawn on them (e.g., flags10 ). Furthermore,

colors are a genealogical indicator of evolution in modes of being and

action in specific institutions (e.g., the role of military uniforms on the

battlefield11 ). Importantly, the study of color use enables us to under-

stand the affordances (i.e., properties that determine how things can

be used) of systems of signification, and how these interact with
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practices such as security or peace. Indeed, the constraints and affor-

dances of color differ from those of text or sound.12 Central to our

argument is that color is both materially and historically distinct from

other vehicles of meaning production—it has different semiotic affor-

dances and can therefore be used to project or mark meaning in differ-

ent ways than, for example, speech or images. This makes color a

central and efficient semiotic vehicle in many systems of signification

(such as those operative on the battlefield) that participate in the clas-

sification, hierarchization, and marking of individuals, groups, ideas,

values, and so on, into specific symbolic categories (e.g., peace or secu-

rity).

Colors can also be used both to reinforce and to tune down other

dimensions of a system of signification, whether these are linguistic,

material, or practical. This also means that color use can be

researched as an aspect of the signaling of peace in ways that are dif-

ferent from, but do not exclude, the aspects that visual studies of

peace and security have previously concentrated on.13 Here, the

engagement has mainly been with how to depict or represent peace,

particularly in photography, and thus not with how peace is a visual

practice, something that is in part “done” visually. While we argue

that colors interpellate and thus are active in constituting subjects,

M€oller’s14 analysis highlights the agency of spectators vis-�a-vis the

images of peace or violence they are confronted with. This, perhaps,

speaks to conditions of spectatorship that are already stabilized and

secure, whereas confronting colors in their daily use in insecure envi-

ronments highlights their constitutive powers.

As we have demonstrated elsewhere,15 it is possible to approach

color use from a multitude of angles without a necessity of coalescing

into a unified “theory of color.” From the viewpoint of peace

research, it makes sense to concentrate on the logics in the use of

color.16 Our intent therefore is not to posit a general theory of the

visuality of peace from a chromatological perspective, but rather to

provide an analysis illustrative of how situated uses of color in com-

municating and enacting peace can be a starting point for studying

peace. There are too many conventions of color use to make any kind

of overarching determination of their meaning, which is why our focus

here is particularly on the international political use and meaning of

colors in relation to peace.

Indeed, it is possible to discern more limited and specialized color

uses that follow detectable conventions. Such codifications can be
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analyzed in order to understand how they are interlaced with power

and politics that concern peace and also to gauge the extent and limits

of a visual community or culture. While we posit that for the interna-

tional political community, peace is a set of visually enacted norms,

the signification attached to these same colors can be very different,

for instance, for the local communities subjected to peace operations.

Poignantly, after the numerous scandals involving peacekeepers, it is

not difficult to imagine that to some communities blue helmets may

signal the general presence of danger or specific threats such as sexual

violence, rather than produce the expectation of peace in terms of

international relations.17 This is why detailed case studies need to be

based on social semiotics that allows for exploring the never com-

pletely identical meanings attached to colors by specific groups, and

also why we highlight below how peace, and its colors, can also be

contested.

Just as colors can have multiple interpretations, so the meanings

and uses of color have their own histories. As color historian Michel

Pastoureau notes, “colors foremost are conventions, tags, social codes.

Their primary function is to distinguish, to classify, to associate, to

oppose, to hierarchize.”18 Accordingly, the codes or conventions that

structure such distinction, classification, association, opposition, and

hierarchization are not static. The evolution and reconfiguration of

color meanings allow for longitudinal and transversal analyses of soci-

etal and political connotations of a number of phenomena, with peace

being one among them. The meanings attached to colors not only

evolve through time, but also both vary and circulate across the sym-

bolic boundaries of political and societal groups or institutions and

their related visual cultures. Indeed, while symbols that stand for

peace can remain the same, how peace is understood changes.19

Analyzing the color use embroiled in discourses and enactive prac-

tices of peace reveals peace as a multi-dimensional meaning-making

practice that combines analytics of the international, the political, and

the sociological20 with the chromatological. To begin, we consider

three properties of color. First, color can be a particular visual modal-

ity in human communication.21 In light of peace research, colors invite

us to think of the political function, performance, and subversion of

the colors of peace and their material or symbolic expression on

objects, such as helmets, flags, or vehicles. Second, color use can be a

part of systems of signification that participate in meaning making in

social fields like the military, police, or peacekeeping.22 In these ways,
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the coloration of peace helps to reconstruct the system of signification

of peace in (post)conflict situations by interweaving it into other sys-

tems of signification such as war and conflict. This allows for weigh-

ing the connotative strength of systems of signification in regard to

each other in specific sites, moments, encounters, and so on.

Finally, color use in systems of signification is part of what Ran-

ci�ere23 terms systems of the sensible: systems that modulate what is

considered sensible rather than noise, what can be seen rather than

remain unseen, and so on. Analyzing color use in relation to peace

enables us to see how specific affordances may interpellate audiences

(those enmeshed in a conflict or more broadly those concerned with

peace) and become a political modality beyond the norms and regula-

tions enshrined in international humanitarian law. Interpellation here

refers to a process by which individuals are constituted as particular

kinds of subjects via “a quotidian practice, submitted to a precise

ritual,” and through such a process are subjected to an ideology.24 In

other words, interpellation is the instance when norms, rules, or more

broadly speaking an ideology is acknowledged by individuals to whom

these rules or norms aim to apply. By being acknowledged, such

norms, rules, and ideologies constitute individuals as subjects bounded

by them. Therefore, succinctly put, interpellation invites individuals

into particular subject positions.

DOING PEACE WITH COLORS

Colors do political work in the world; they are performative and,

as we shall see below, have given rise to very specific, legally codified

meanings and identities connected to certain situations. This means

that colors in general can operate as performative in Butler’s25 sense

of the term and occasionally can have effects via what speech act the-

ory calls illocutionary force26 (i.e., the capacity of doing things with

“words” or other units of meaning). Some uses of color may even

have “conventional consequences”27 : to wear a blue helmet redefines

a soldier’s function from a modality of destruction to a modality of

protection in a zone of conflict. Here, a soldier is outside the realm of

war while remaining liminal to it; a peacekeeper or a peacebuilder is

not necessarily outside all of the logics of war.28 In this way, the blue

helmet makes the “peacekeeper innovation”29 visible. Yet, as with

other kinds of speech acts, such color acts may fail or be used to

deceive. For example, when peacekeepers commit crimes and abuse,
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they betray the norms such as neutrality and impartiality that their

colors represent.30

This chromatological approach sets a clear task for peace

research.31 If peace research is interested in the nonviolent coexistence

of people, it should be concerned with the meeting of color use and

peace, be that in the use of color to enact peace,32 or to symbolize

peace, or to stoke fear and proclaim threats to peace. As the focus of

this contribution is peace studies rather than security or war studies,

we concentrate on the former two: How is color used to symbolize

and to enact peace?

To undertake an analysis of how color is used in connection to a

social phenomenon such as peace is to engage both the socio-material

and socio-technological. Colors are social and part of society. They

are also technologies that depend on material factors (e.g., pigment

availability and technologies of display) that give colors a distinguish-

able and specific semiotic affordance compared to other vehicles of

meaning making.33 Human “visibilities” are constructed,34 and color

is part and parcel of our visibilities. In this sense, we do not see things

as “having” a color, but rather as being actively “colored.” This

dimension of chromatology opens an analytical window into practices

of drawing and diverting attention and suggesting certain meanings. It

also shows how they may interpellate and enact social or political

norms. The approach we advocate here conceives of color as constitu-

tive of meaning, identity, and situations, as a societal operation that is

both learned and constantly reconfigured.

SYMBOLIC COLOR USE: A COLOR OF/FOR PEACE?

Color has for a long time been prominent in what is commonly

referred to in different cultures and societies as symbols35 of peace:

the white dove, the green olive branch, the “peace sign,” the rainbow

flag, the white poppy, and so on. More often than not, such signs and

symbols are “mobile” in the sense that they can be carried on clothes,

placed on vehicles,36 and even when stationary, they tend to be non-

permanent as in stickers and stencils in urban street art. This mobile

quality, the different connotations the drawing/shape of the symbol

can take, and how a symbol is colored constitute the material semiotic

quality of colors: They give meaning to shapes and contours that

would otherwise be either meaningless or ambiguously meaningful

without their elements of color (think for instance about flags and
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how many possess similar contours undecipherable outside of their

coloring37 ).

Some of the most widely recognized and used “Western” symbols

of peace have long histories of use. The use of an olive branch as a

symbol of peace presumably dates to the 5th century B.C. and is thus

perhaps one of the oldest identifiable symbols of peace, even older

than the white dove in the Judaic tradition.38 While it is difficult if

not impossible to trace the origins of such symbols, for some more

recent peace symbols, the origins are quite readily detectable. For

example, the “peace symbol” was designed by Gerald Holtom in 1958

as a visual sign that stood for nuclear disarmament.39 Yet even here,

as the symbol began to circulate, it eventually lost both its specific

meaning of disarmament and the tree of life that had been the inspira-

tions of its creator. Indeed, the sign stands for all kinds of cultural

forms of dissent and is often accompanied with rainbow colors. Just

as the uses of such symbols have changed, so has the meaning of

peace.40 This may have a consequence for considering whether or not

there is a color of peace at all, and whether this is an adequate analyt-

ical question in the first place.

It is beyond the scope of this article to foray into the specific his-

torical or religious connotations of such symbols of peace,41 but what

is relevant for our present contribution is that such symbols have often

been connoted in relations to colors: the white and red poppy’s sym-

bolism and the political controversies related to them in the UK and

Ireland after the First World War42 is a case in point. The poppy and

the color red, for instance, is laden with differentiated meanings across

political communities as it is related, from the perspective of Republi-

can Irish, to “British rule and the Orange movement in Ulster.”43 A

first important point is to note the absence of a universal or widely

acknowledged symbolic color of peace or peacefulness, one that would

travel across cultural contexts, or could be invoked beyond its inscrip-

tion in specific legal settings (such as the white flag or the UN blue

which are inscribed in the UN legal system or in international humani-

tarian law as described below). Such an absence may not be an issue

per se. As Dietrich44 suggests, the search for a single definition of

peace is not only fruitless, but even harmful as it is an attempt to uni-

versalize diverse practices. Attempts at defining “one peace,” as he

terms it, may thus be “part of a larger universalist mode of thinking

that in its totality rests upon disrespectful and thus unpeaceful basic

assumptions.”45 Dietrich’s observation can also be read as an
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invitation to move away from an analysis of “what is the color of

peace” to “what are the color-uses of/for peace.” How can we analyze

color-uses in the discourses, practices, and material uses of symbols or

objects that implicate peace?

Beyond culturally or contextually specific polysemic symbols (i.e.,

symbols with multiple possible interpretations of meaning) and their

attachment to specific colors, this contribution concentrates on two

internationally recognized colors—(light/UN) blue and white—that

have become associated with peace through the United Nations system

and international humanitarian law. As we will see, both institutions

have brought in rules or norms regarding the colors of/for peace

whether in the context of peacekeeping and peacebuilding operations

or of the laws of war. We discuss how UN blue has become a color of

peace as part of a process of meaning making, while we consider how

“white” can be seen as a color interpellating or calling upon a situa-

tion of peace when it is displayed, thus providing it with an illocution-

ary force.

Universalism and the Symbolic Color of Peace: UN Blue

The history of the UN blue is, largely, accidental. It does not

result from a clear and extensive reflection on different ideas of color

and their symbolic meaning. Rather, what has become the associated

color of the UN emerged through the mundane moments behind the

production of the UN as an institution. The badge for the delegates of

the 1945 San Francisco United Nations Conference on International

Organization (UNCIO), where the UN Charter was drafted and

signed, became the prototype for the UN color and logo. The badge

was a “design created by members of the Presentation Branch of the

United States Office of Strategic Services (OSS) in April 1945, in

response to a request for a button design for the San Francisco Con-

ference.”46 Beyond that basic description, the coloration of peace is

contested. One of the designers, Oliver Lincoln Lundquist, has talked

about the coloring in a newspaper report: “The distinctive blue in the

design, Mr. Lundquist explained, was ‘the opposite of red, the war

color.’ He continued, ‘It was a gray blue, a little different than the

modern United Nations flag.’”47 In opposition to Lindquist’s descrip-

tion, Donal McLaughlin, Chief of Graphics at the OSS Presentation

Branch and the designer of the UN emblem, describes the production

of the color like this: “We mixed a color for the field, a smoky blue
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not found in any member nation’s flag, and christened it Stettinius

Blue in honor of the head of our delegation,” and describes how a

badge “substituting flame red instead of smoky blue was struck for

identifying members of the Press.”48

It is indeed striking that a member of the US Office of Strategic

Services, the predecessor to the CIA, took red to unambiguously be

“the war color.” It is also worth noting that blue has an interesting

historical connotation in the west. Michel Pastoureau, in his small

book dedicated to the color blue, notes that blue is not an aggressive,

nor a transgressive color.49 It is therefore unsurprising that many

international organizations, from the League of Nations to the United

Nations, and the Council of Europe to the European Union, adorn

such a color. Indeed, blue may have become “an international color in

charge of promoting peace and concord between people . . . Blue has

become the most peaceful, the most neutral of all colors. Even the

color white seems to possess a greater, more precise and focused sym-

bolic power.”50 Pastoureau and Simmonet even advance the idea that

since blue has become such a unifying symbol, it may in the end have

lost its symbolic power.51

As such, the specific color used in the UN emblem has stabilized

only with time. The emblem was converted into a flag in 1947, again

in a rather ad hoc manner rather than through a meticulously planned

process. Indeed, the primary intention of an identifiable UN color was

connected to what we term, and explain in the next section, the visual

interpellation function of color rather than its symbolic connotation:

“an unofficial flag was designed by the Secretariat,” so that the Com-

mission of Investigation concerning Greek Frontier Incidents “might

enjoy the protection of and be identified by a neutral symbol while

travelling through troubled areas or sitting at meetings under the juris-

diction of several countries.”52 This original function is echoed in the

status of UN officials as noncombatants, still customarily associated

with the UN blue in war zones.53

Although there were more than 100 alternative designs on display

at the UN Headquarters in 1947, “the Secretary-General feels that the

design already used bearing the United Nations emblem, but without

encircling words, possesses the essential requirements of simplicity and

dignity to a greater extent than any other design which has been sub-

mitted.”54 Accordingly, the Secretary-General proposed to the General

Assembly (GA) a resolution that would designate the flag of the UN

composed of the emblem earlier adopted “printed at the centre of a
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background of light blue”55 without further specifying the color. The

GA adopted the resolution with the emblem as “centred on a light

blue ground.”56 In the 1952 “UN flag code and regulations,” the color

is at once unspecified and treated as already unproblematic and

known, as the denomination “light blue” is here replaced by “United

Nations blue.”57 Only the UN’s Dag Hammarskj€old Library webpage

dedicated to the history of the flag and emblem specifies the “light

blue” ground color as PMS 279.5859

This distinctive UN blue, now visually associated with UN peace

keepers’ “blue helmets” or “blue berets,” generally stands in as the

operational color of peace. Its presence on the ground indicates that

those wearing it are de facto in contrast to the usual color palettes

and troops on modern battlefields.60 It has come to symbolize the dif-

ference between UN-related troops and “regular” troops, as the UN

possesses an “unequalled position as an ‘authoritative expositor of

international values.’ The Blue Berets [therefore] symbolize these val-

ues. An attack on a UN force deployed to uphold international values

is different from an attack on other multinational forces without this

moral clout.”61 As such, UN blue symbolizes a stance in a conflict,

and it marks soldiers as being outside of it with a purpose to maintain

or establish peace. This means that UN blue can, as is implicit in the

dimension of peacebuilding, also perform the function of a visual

(“speech”) act to interpellate specific norms.

UN blue may interpellate a commitment to the rules and regula-

tions that concern battlefields and the laws of war by communicating

specific expectations in an encounter with this particularly colored

soldier on the battlefield. In this way, the color enforces rather than

blurs the lines embedded in the rules and regulations of battlefields

which are otherwise structured by the predominance of camouflage

colors.62 Yet, beyond their particularly colored headdress, peacekeep-

ing or peacebuilding soldiers are still wearing standard issue uni-

forms, often camouflaged, and are also usually armed. This also

potentially interpellates encountering parties that when the rules of

engagement prescribe and allow, the UN blue soldiers are also able

to resort to the (lethal) use of force should the blue interpellation of

peace fail. This points to the performative use of colors on the battle-

field or in war zones as a quasi-legal visual “speech” act of peace, an

issue we now turn to by concentrating on the other accepted color of

peace: white.
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PERFORMATIVE COLOR USE: COLORS DOING PEACE

Beyond the postwar establishment of the UN and the development

of peacekeeping forces, color use on the battlefield has enjoyed a cus-

tomary and even legal status for some time now. Some uses, such as

the white flag, are recognized in international customary law63 or are

even codified in international conventions, such as the 1907 Hague

Convention.64 This usage above all points to how the battlefield is a

juridical and social space that has evolved through time and how it,

even if only formally codified in modern times, has long been satu-

rated with quasi-juridical color acts.65 Battlefields, key markers for

regular warfare, have always been replete with visual and phonic sym-

bols to mark a warrior’s (later soldiers’) identity (one has only to

think about Homer’s Iliad or Virgil’s description of the fall of Troy in

the Book 2 of the Aeneid), enabling coordinated actions within a unit

and between different units and arms, whether in the forms of pen-

nants, flags, drums, helmets, trumpets, insignias, or crests.

The current international legal norms of the battlefield as a juridi-

cal space emerged with the modern European state, synchronously

with regular armies. Color use has been integral to this development,

both in relation to formal requirements in regard to the delimitation

of battlefields and parties—the jus in bello—and in relation to infor-

mal social norms governing and giving meaning to war. Colors,

through their semiotic affordance of being present everywhere, and

easily applicable to cloth or painted on vehicles, have long been an

important semiotic marker for differentiating between different armies,

soldiers, and civilians, between ranks and arms, as well as for commu-

nicating messages between army units, particularly on the high seas.

By designating peaceful intentions and spaces, some colors are by cus-

tom or by law part of the “series of understandings about [the battle-

field’s] purpose and its rules” structuring “what it means to do

battle.”66 More currently, color-uses of fighting forces on the battle-

field have become quite fluid, and the interpellations of the norms of

warring have become loosened.67 Yet, negative peace, in Galtung’s68

sense, is still represented on the battlefield by a set of colorful prac-

tices recognized in customary international law and enshrined in the

first set of Hague Conventions.

Indeed, the white flag has emerged as a legal marker of peaceful-

ness or civility on the battlefield. Yet, it had been used long before it

became recognized as customary law and was eventually formally
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codified. It remains an explicit or an implicit interpellation of peace.

For instance, UN peacekeeping vehicles are often painted in white,

giving birth to the familiar blue helmet and white vehicle combination

that we witness in many countries where peacekeeping operations take

place. This is especially relevant as it points to the role of color in

establishing a signal that interpellates those who see it to act in a way

consistent with the expectations the appearance of particular colors in

a specific space set forth.

The White Flag of Surrender or Parley

Flags are an essential part of the international system.69 They con-

vey meaning by formalizing and limiting the identification of states,

international organizations, and such in a way that is unambiguous

and immediately legible. Another important feature of flags is that

they do not merely convey meaning, but they can be used to “do”

things, in a relatively similar manner as words can be used to do. A

flag is a basic example of a visual telegraphic system that can be used

to convey linguistic messages beyond the range of hearing.70 But most

important to this study is how the presence of an object, such as a

flag, produces a “message” in itself and does the same thing as a ver-

bal declaration. Flags can be visual interpellations, or to say it differ-

ently, they can be visual “speech” acts. Flags can enact ownership,

surrendering, and identity—or, as we argue here, peace.

Flags can be considered “condensed symbols” that have become

the identity and boundary makers par excellence of modern European

states and, more particularly, of modern European nation-states.71

While most flags would possess a multivocality,72 by the sheer fact

that there are several meanings attached to their hues depending on

time and contexts, their modern (national) incarnations avoid such

ambiguity.73 In effect, the emergence of modern flags was intimately,

yet not exclusively, linked to military developments, warring, and sea-

faring, which necessitated the settlement of specific declinations of

what a flag looked like.74 For flags to have such uses, they must

belong to a system of visibility.75 The white flag participates in this

system by meaning and doing something that has become “common

sense”76 in the international system.

The white flag was not alone in signaling intentions. For example,

a red flag was used in naval and land encounters to signal that no

quarter would be given.77 The Mexican military flew a red flag during
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the siege of Alamo to indicate, as it was recognized by the besieged

themselves, that no quarter will be given. This was a practice that was

well recognized in the 18th century. For example, flying a red flag was

understood to mean “the intention to suspend temporarily peaceful

means of conflict resolution in favor of brute force,” before it shifted

its meaning through a series of mariners’ mutinies.78 These “were so

successful in colonizing the meaning of the red flag that the [British]

navy dropped it entirely from its official Signal-book for the Ships of

War in 1799, thus surrendering its powerful symbolism to the global

labor movements of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.”79

While the convention of flying the red flag to signal hostile inten-

tions came to an end in this way, the white flag endured. This may

partly be due to the even longer historical use of a piece of white cloth

to signal peacefulness in warzones or during conflict than its uses in

naval engagements in the 17th and 18th centuries.

Indeed, one of the first mentions of the role of the white flag is in

Tacitus’ Histories (from 109 AD), in the story of how the soldiers

from Vitelli surrendered after the battle of Bedriacum. Soon after the

Vitellian officers capitulated, foot soldiers followed their lead and

“displayed white bands and olive branches prominently from the

walls,”80 upon which a cease-fire followed. Despite this early connec-

tion between the white flag and olive branches as signs of surrender or

truce,81 there is no universal historical or cultural uniformity in the

specific use of a white flag. To give a recent example, the Islamic Emi-

rate of Afghanistan, or so-called Taliban regime, used a plain white

flag as its symbol between 1996 and 1997 before the Shahadah was

incorporated into it in 2001.82 While this use gives some ground to

Pastoureau’s assertion that the color white tends to be almost univer-

sally associated with purity, divine light, and innocence,83 the current

international, customary, and legal understanding of the white flag

in situations of conflict is clearly set in the backdrop of the European

modern states system.

Grotius’ work on the rights of war and peace is enlightening here.

In 1625, he points to an already existing tradition of indicating peace-

fulness with a white flag: “Among us the hanging out a white Flag is

a tacit Sign of demanding a Parley, and shall be as obligatory, as if

expressed by Words” (our emphasis).84 These forms of gesture to

express intentions in war – in this case the desire for truce, surrender,

or negotiation – belong to what he calls “dumb Signs” that are suffi-

ciently “significant through Custom” to be located in his work in the
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chapter on tacit signs, under the section “Of some dumb Signs, to

which Use has given a Signification.”85 Grotius highlights the recog-

nized character of the white flag as a key component of what was not

yet known as customary international law. Among such “dumb signs”

for signaling peace, we also find now-forgotten ones, such as when

“the ancient Germans, and others in imitation of them, presented

grass to the Conqueror”86 as a sign of postbattle peacefulness.

Grotius points here to what our analysis of color use invites:

Beyond a process of meaning making, colors may also have a perfor-

mative force; they are a visual interpellation. Grotius notes that the

agency of such signs lies in that “Consent may be declared otherwise

than by Words and Letters.”87 This brings him close to describing

white flag display as something that is today understood as a (visual)

speech act. It also points to how the white cloth was among those

“dumb signs” which made up the early recognized practices that later

became customary international law. Not only significant for its abil-

ity to declare peace, the white flag can in this way be seen as co-con-

stitutive of customary international law. The color use practice of

displaying a white cloth as a performative practice of enacting peace

inspired Grotius’ description of how not only natural laws but also

those established through custom can be thought to bind states even

in war. The recognition of customary “dumb signs” marks the begin-

ning of customary law. Furthermore, through Bull’s reading of Gro-

tius, the idea that customs among a group of units can bind these

units becomes foundational to his idea of an international society, a

distinct society of states.88 Rather than epiphenomena, colors are at

the heart of interstate relations.

But what does the white flag ultimately interpellate? We argue

that the white flag is a move toward negative peace in Galtung’s sense.

When it appears on the battlefield, as a white flag or a white, possibly,

military vehicle or even a ship89 adorning either the UN flag or a red

cross, crescent or crystal,90 or worn on the armlet of personnel,91 the

color white interpellates a cessation of violence. We argue that it goes

beyond being “no more than a signal,”92 whether it comes to opening

negotiations on the battlefield or to identifying specific buildings, vehi-

cles and medical personnel93 off limits for violent engagement. In the

case of medical personnel and objects, the distinctiveness of such

emblems adorning a white background reflects “an underlying idea

[that] has. . .remained unchanged: the distinctive emblem is a visible

sign of the neutral status and the protection granted by international

Colors in Visual Peace Research 69



humanitarian law to medical personnel and objects.”94 Here again ele-

ments of shape and color go hand in hand; this is further illustrated

by some international humanitarian law protecting against the misuse

of the “distinctive emblem and the arms of Switzerland. . .as the sign

most closely resembling [the distinctive emblem]”.95 Indeed, shapes

and colors can be mixed up (intentionally).

The prohibitions relative to the misuse, disguise, or subversion of

the distinctive emblem actually are evidence of the performative

dimension of the white flag. As it appears on the battlefield, it inter-

pellates a nonaction, such as holding fire or not militarily engaging

with an individual or a vehicle. Regardless of whether this nonaction

is followed does not necessarily matter. What matters is the fact that

there is a prohibition of any violation of the principle those adorning

the emblem should not be engaged in a hostile manner. Furthermore,

whether for international or noninternational armed conflicts, there is

a customary international law rule against the “improper use of the

white flag of truce,” a rule contained in “numerous military manuals.

Violations of this rule constitute an offence under the legislation of

many States. This rule is also supported by official statements and

other practices.”96 Beyond the possible violations of customary inter-

national law, the act of perfidy that is associated with the abuse of the

white flag in times of conflict may lead to more direct forms of pun-

ishment and retribution. In effect, the potentially legitimate use of the

white flag may not be regarded as genuine, if it has been tainted by

acts of perfidy in a conflict by one of the parties (as in the justification

offered by U.S. troops for their violations of the Iraqi troops’ use of

the white flag during the Persian Gulf War).97

Not only the white flag, but also the white color scheme has such

authority that it can become tempting to re-appropriate it. This point

is illustrated by how the use of unmarked white-colored vehicles by

other actors than humanitarian organizations has been contested by

nongovernmental actors engaged in peacebuilding operations.98

Indeed, various forms of social capital, norms, and even worldviews

have been institutionalized into colors such as those of the UN, which

is why their use by a military organization like NATO is viewed as

problematic, and perhaps why NATO has elected to use them in their

KFOR operations, which, to NATO participants if not to others, con-

stitute peacekeeping efforts. Colors can be used to both signal and

claim institutionalized symbolic capital in particular contexts. At the

same time, the use of humanitarian colors by military organizations
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blurs the lines between military and civilian actors and puts civilians

into jeopardy.99

Together, the above examples show how the expectation of a

specific mode of being or mode of action following an agreed upon

and established norm is reflective of the performative force of the

white flag, and how the use of the color white creates this expectation

in the first place.

CONCLUSION

Adorning a specific color of peace in a space regulated by interna-

tional norms interpellates a specific encounter between the parties at

hand. Such an encounter invites the international community to see a

specific political space that is transformed by the presence of that

color. A UN blue helmet or beret, a white UN peacekeeping vehicle,

or a white flag all interpellate a specific political space that transforms

the modalities by which military encounters or civil–military relations

are, or should be, enacted. This is also why the use of such colors by

other actors, such as NATO, is seen as problematic.

Color use in relation to peace can operate both symbolically and

performatively. Color use can be used to identify certain institutions

or individuals as abiding by certain sets of norms, as is the case with

the color of the UN in warzones. Color can also be used more directly

to perform an act, as in the use of the white flag as a signal for parley

or surrender. Such uses have both been codified into international con-

ventions and formed the basis for customary international law, where

states in the society of states are bound by the rules customarily

observed, such as the “dumb sign” of displaying a white cloth to

declare surrender or parley.

Indeed, color and its uses are not a politically irrelevant aspect of

“design” or innocent “aesthetics.” Rather, color use can be part and

parcel of political meaning making. This is particularly poignant in

the role the white flag has played in the establishment of customary

international law, which shows how color can be involved in the con-

stitution of a peaceful society of states as such.

Crucially, colors are already embroiled in the questions that pre-

occupy the larger scholarly and practitioner fields of peacekeeping and

peacebuilding. Paying greater attention to what color does can help

both and, at the same time, enhance our understanding of what they

do. For example, The UN has considered developing “Green Helmets”
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to tackle environmental conflicts that stem from “extreme weather

events linked to climate change.”100 This initiative to handle and com-

bat the adverse effects of climate change has been put forth in

1998,101,102 and again in 2019,103 but has continuously failed to

materialize in practice. A chromatological perspective reveals how the

symbolic addition of green—which is traditionally linked to the mili-

tary when it comes to uniforms, helmets, or vehicles—to the colors of

peace would participate in blurring the lines between the social fields

of security and development.104 That such a noble mission keeps fail-

ing should caution practitioners that color use can deliver an ambigu-

ous political message even when clarity is the goal.
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