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Foreword: Bannermen and Heralds: The Identity
of Flags; the Ensigns of Identity

I am delighted to have the opportunity to write this Foreword to “Flags, Identity,
Memory: Critiquing the Public Narrative through Color” edited by Anne Wagner
and Sarah Marusek. The semiotics of meaning, and identity beyond the cavernous
life-world, Lebenswelt, of words offer a great opportunity to a chance to consider
not just the past (the drapery of flags and standard bearing) but the future in a world
in which meaning returns to a symbology in which the Word is no longer at the
center of any performance or memory of meaning. Though flags have been consid-
ered from any number of perspectives, it is useful to revisit the notions of flag,
community and identity, in the shadow of globalization. Just as globalization has
challenged until recently settled ideas of identity and its organization among states,
religions, and affinity communities, so has globalization changed the spaces within
which flags can be constructed and deployed in the service of each of these, in
defining their boundaries and in marking the fields on which they battle.

At the same time, the identity of flag and identity continues to serve as that great
cauldron in which the abstract is incarnated, flesh is made spirit, and spirits are
amalgamated into reconstituted creatures who now provide the great inhabitants of
the ecology which globalization has produced. A flag, within these ideological walls
of significances, can be said to constitute a proposition or judgment as its meaning
and refers to a state of affairs which have a situation of affairs as a reference base.

1

“Coats of arms and flags are parts of a wider realm of graphic symbolism which
characterizes the social and political organization of human societies around the
world” including “seal logos, medals, decorations, uniforms and regalia.

2

” Yet that
graphic symbolism does more than characterize social and political organization—it
serves as its incarnation and exercise; not just of the organization but of its essential
constitutive ideology as well. Those who serve the flag, like those who served the

3

v

1Husserl (1936).
2Rosado Haddock and Ortiz Hill (2000), p. 35.
3Smith (1999).



coats of arms—or the Crescent or Cross for that matter, also serve the persons or
institutions who exercise authority and by so serving also incarnate in themselves the
ideology that imbues the symbol with substance. For these bannermen and heralds,
the flags are ensigns of identity, and the identity of flags can only be understood as an
expression of merger of people, of object, and of identity in the relationship between
individual, community and cloth.

4

This Foreword is divided into five parts, and mostly for the convenience of the
reader. It could as easily have been read without them; the section markers are
themselves signs and an invitation to an interpretation with which one is free to
engage. The object, at its greatest level of generality is to align conceptions of flag, as
object, sign, and interpretive vessel, with a parallel idea of the flag as both states of
affairs (as categorical objects, as the vessels into which interpretation is poured and
consequences built in the world) and situations of affairs (as a reference base for
judgment, the baseline basis for “flagging”).

5

The flag, then, as verb and noun, as
thing in itself and as the thing it incarnates; the flag as the act of constituting a thing
and serving as its embodiment, as the site within which an identity outside of the
individual is constructed from an amalgamation of autonomous individuals into a
composite being; this flag itself becomes both the language and being of meaning
through which the individual becomes a population,

6

a population can be disci-
plined measured against the identity encoded in the flag,8

7

and which acquires a
capacity for speech without the usual markers of text—a language of shape, color
and symbol.

But with that in mind, it is useful to first consider the flag as a transition from the
physical to the metaphysical, from an object, to an idea, to an identity, and to the
aggregation constituted thereby, and then ultimately challenged and reconstituted.
The flag, then, can be understood as swaddling cloth, shield, badge, and shroud. But
this function of the flag as object, sign, and conceptual universe of identity is usefully
understood through a history of meaning. The flag is itself not merely an object that
constitutes identity and serves as a vessel for the ideology through which identity is
constituted (and eventually challenged and reconstituted), but is itself a container of
a universe of self-reflexive meaning. To understand the concept of flag as a self-
conception is a necessary first step to understand its outward manifestation in its
constitution of identity and the reconstitution of the individual. With that as a basis,
Sect. 3 can then better engage with the objectivity of the flag as in the world as
meaning and as history. Here one can at last encounter the flag in its best-known
space as symbol, but now from a richer foundation. Section 4 then moves the

9
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4This applies to a broad range of banners and heralds far beyond the narrow confines of official
national flags. Santino (1992).
5Laughton (1879).
6With a significant nod to Husserl (1973).
7Foucault (2008), pp. 87–114.
8Foucault (1995).
9Backer (2018), pp. 160–170.



discussion back from the flag as object-sign to the text that is embedded necessarily
in the signification of flag. Section 5 then concludes with a return to the object of this
work—flags, color, identity—in the shadow of the flag as object, as sign, and as a
constituting element of identity that in the process is itself constituted.

1 From Object to Sign to Meaning: The Flag as Swaddling
Cloth, Shield, Badge, and Shroud

Humanity, as it expresses itself in all of its forms and manners, might be usefully
understood as the constant but never repeating interplay between the incarnation of
the abstract and the disembodiment of the physical. The early Christians, as they
sought an incarnation of their own religious body apart from that of the other Jewish
sects from which they emerged, provide a valuable and still potent expression of this
incarnation of humanity in its current self-reflexive forms. Human society has been
founded on Logos (the word made flesh) but operated on principles of transub-
stantiation

10

in the service of an exogenous order11 of which the lived order is merely
reflection. The “type” of self-conception is not unique to Christianity, nor is it a
prisoner of history or context, but indeed makes both possible. The cultivation and
control of objects that serve as the signs of meaning incarnate the social order
(collective identity) even as it disembodies the individual within this now incarnate
abstraction.

Yet these conceptual basic building blocks of meaning making (in the form of the
meaning of identity) are impossible to express tangibly. The conceptual signs—the
standards—for which our philosophers and theologians serve as bearers are
unrecognizable, indecipherable, as vessels within which the ingredients for the
actual making and management of the identities can be communicated. Logos is of
little use to the illiterate, and words disaggregate thought even as it seeks to insinuate
itself in meaning; pictures may work but that is another language system presenting
its own problems.

13

12

Identity as the reconstitution of the individual as the singular
expression of the collective body whose essence animates (as in breathes life into,

14

or leads

15

) the husks that are individual16 is also well understood. Still, these
concepts are far too abstract to have any real power of meaning to directly affect
those whose constitution is its object. At best one is embedded in the esthetics as

17
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10John 1:1.
11Luke 22:14–23.
12Matthew 17:1–8, Mark 9:2–8, Luke 9:28–36.
13White (1976).
14Brouwer (1995) and Lodge (1920).
15Genesis 2:7.
16Constitution of the Communist Party of China, General Program.
17Foucault (2008), pp. 87–114.



politics the subliminal operation of which requires a subtle mind and thus is less
useful as a tool of identity and its politics.

What is needed is something far more direct and simple, an object that can serve
as a sign, the shared meaning of which produces the incarnation-disembodiment-
reconstitution at the heart of identity.

18

A color field is needed that can incarnate the
abstract and disembody the physical. A flag is needed through which the collective
can become the individual and the individual the collective. What is needed is a
standard, a banner, a coded field of color and drawing, that makes the meaning of
identity visible. Even the divine needs such an object around which to enfold its
institutional presence on Earth.

19

It is necessary even as it hints of the fundamental
tension between the abstraction of the Divine and the sin of idolatry within
Abrahamic traditions.

20

Not art—for those are signs that are in their own way as complex as the Logos
whose own long-winded decomposition makes it far too hard for controlled reag-
gregation as meaning replicable within the minds of all who are meant to compose a
stable collective.

21

One moves here both from the rarified world of Logos, through
the esthetics of art, to the basest form of branding.

22

It serves as the carnate
expression for the illiterate that itself, in a few short strokes, can describe the
world and reconstitute the individual within it,

23

or contest it (e.g., the Confederate
flag at regional NASCAR events in the USA whose own brand color field, the black
and red checkered flag, is then threatened).

24

25
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18Gude (2008).
19Everaert-Desmedt (2011).
20Matthew 16:10 (“And I say also to you, That you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my
church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.”); also Pulleyking (2005) (“The Christian
flag has no biblical or ecclesiastical tradition. Instead, in 1897 at a chapel in Coney Island, the
featured speaker failed to show up. Needing to fill the vacant time, Charles Overton delivered an
impromptu speech in which he produced a verbal picture of a “Christian flag.” Subsequently, as
churches began to place American flags in the sanctuary, a second flag was needed for decorative
balance. Hence more Christian flags were sold, for which the Overton family still receives
royalties.” Ibid., pp. 2–3).
21Pulleyking (2005) (“We discovered that American flags were brought into U.S. sanctuaries during
WWII to remember the soldiers fighting in war. Flags are often used to stir the fighting spirit of
soldiers, or as a symbol of victory in war. Is the holy sanctuary the place to stir the fighting spirit or
declare victory over any earthly enemy? Ibid., p. 2).
22Barthes (1977), pp. 155–64; Eagleton (1991).
23One uses the term “brand” and “branding” here in all its senses. It is at once a physical
manifestation intangibly (and sometimes tangibly) burned into the skin of those to which it is
meant to be attached. At the same time, it is the abstract manifestation of a product, a way of life, an
identity, that from the twentieth century has served to condense an identity into a mark that itself
serves as the banner of the product purchased, and through the act of purchasing, of merging the
purchaser into the identity of the object purchased in a way identifiable to others. See, Löhndorf and
Diamantopoulos (2014) and Xie and Boggs (2006).
24Varga (2013) (nation branding); Vallas and Cummins (2015) (self-branding).
25Lee et al. (2010) and Newman (2007).



Humanity, together or within its multiple and dynamic sub-collectives—then, can
be understood both as the bannerman of the individuals who together constitute it,
and as the banner—the flag—that itself is the standard that signifies the constitution
of humanity. The identity of humanity is itself as much in its banner as it is thereby
reflected—the flag is both a performance of collective identity and the means by
which the individual can perform such identity; it is swaddling cloth, shield,
badge, and shroud. “You might ask mockingly: ‘A flag? What’s that? A stick
with a rag on it?’ No sir, a flag is much more. With a flag you lead men, for a flag
men live and die.

26

” These banners are not merely the stuff of rectangular cloth.
They are signs that can be trampled;

2827

it is an object onto which its colors can be
projected.

29

A flag—a banner or standard—then, makes meaning in a reflexive way, the way a
lawyer translate words from object to symbol invested with a meaning capable of
supporting a community of common meaning making.

30

In the process of incarnat-
ing abstraction into objects, the identity between the object, its significs and its target
produces the closed loop that produces the merger between abstraction and flesh that
is the stuff of identity.

31

Individuals, and their collectives, then, are bannermen for
the incarnated identities the banner represents; at the same time the banner is itself
the intangible space within which individuals may order a world-reality complete in
itself with memory, order and progress.

32

33

2 The History of Meaning

The semiotics of identity in flags is embedded in its etymology. The etymology of
the English language word flag provides a very small opening to meaning. A
principal derivation appears to center on its form—a paving stone, though the Old
English appears to reference something similar, a piece cut from turf or inversely

34
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26Callahan and Ledgerwood (2016)
27Pi-Sunyer (1995) citing Mayer (1993) p. 30 (quoting Theodor Herzl to Baron Maurice von
Hirsch).
28Eriksen and Jenkins (eds) (2007).
29Joffre (2020).
30Aronczyk (2007), pp. 105–107 (nation branding through a red-and-white toy kite as Poland’s
metonymic mark of identification; “it is possible to view nation branding not as a new or necessarily
nefarious process, but rather as a logical extension of a particular way that national (or other
territorially bounded) identity has long been construed and communicated in time and space” Ibid.,
p. 107).
31Broeckman and Backer (2013).
32Huntington (1996) and Ericksen (2007).
33Wolf (2000).
34Etymology Online (Flag).



from Old Norse as the spot from which that piece of turf was cut. It acquires its
current meaning from the fifteenth century both as a cloth ensign (noun) and to flap
about (verb) either haphazardly (unintentional) or to signal (intentional). The con-
nection to ensign is important—also from about the same time period. It is here,
rather than in the flag word itself, that the term acquires a more direct association
with notions of symbol, badge, mark of authority, along with its military connotation
of both object and the person assigned to carry it (our bannerman ).

35

“ ” Perhaps
closest to its meaning that centers its physical manifestation (as a sign-object rather
than as the incarnation of shared meaning) is the Latin term vexillum though even
this word connotes standards, banners, and the company which is organized around
it. Vexillology, the study of flags then suggests that the physical manifestation of
these ensigns might serve as the starting point for study; one centers the objectivity
of the sign rather than on its sign-interpretant. Vexillology, then, starts as the study of
an object (generally now a cloth) and its variations over time and across spaces and
ends with meaning—not necessarily of what the flag incarnates but instead of the
identity of the community of flags. That is, when one starts from the study of the
object, the best one can hope for is the construction of the collective of flags and their
common identity (within well principled and thus constraining variation).

Contra-centering etymology, however, away from object (flag) and towards
meaning (standard/banner/ensign), may enrich our consideration by pushing one
out from the object and into its meaning—not within the community of flags but
rather within the community that in constructing the flag constructs their own
identity. The flag as identity rather than as object might suggest the value of
considering origins of the word banner, for example, rather than flag. The English
word banner can be traced back to the “Old French baniere “flag, banner, standard”
(12c., Modern French bannière), from Late Latin bandum “standard,” borrowed
from Frankish or another West Germanic source, from Proto-Germanic *bandwa-
“identifying sign, banner, standard,” also “company under a banner” (source also of
Gothic bandwa “a sign”

36

But the term is also reflexive—the sign and its interpre-
tation reverse places; “Figurative sense of ‘anything displayed as a profession of
principles’ is from early 14c.

37

” It carries with it the imperative—stand fast, a
derivation meaning of the word standard from Frankish meaning “stand fast or
firm” or from the Old French to stretch out.

38

The flag, as a banner, a standard,
thus incorporates deep linguistic overtone from its military origins as an expression
of communal action in defense of itself, as well as the expression of the ideology
around which the community itself constitutes itself—the concrete expression of
which is the flag. But it also has the element of the personation of power as well—a
standard or banner is not merely a tangible object that serves as a rallying point for

39
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35Ibid.
36Etymology Online (Ensign).
37Etymology Online (Banner).
38Ibid.
39Etymology Online (Standard).



military forces. It also signifies the incarnation of the community in the body of the
leader whose right to lead the community, and whose signification as the expression
of the disciplinary authority of the community is expressed through their relationship
to the banner, a view of Kantorowicz’s famous theory from a different perspective.
In the contemporary era, that same dynamic found expression in the creation of the
flags of post-Soviet states in Eastern Europe. Here, with some exceptions, the flag
was utilized as the condensed space within which the community described itself
both to itself and to the rest of the world.

40

It might be useful, as well, to consider the Romance language words to enrich the
understanding of the context from which the English words derive. In Spanish the
word bandera is defined as a cloth or similar object that serves as a signal or
insignia.

41

Insignia itself is a curious word, a composite of the Latin in (towards)
plus signum (a sign). It references a tangible object whose principal purpose is to
incarnate a sign;

42

in the form of insignis a sign that is distinguished (as by a mark)
from which was derived insigne, a sign or badge of office. Signum itself, the sign, is
both a gesture or a mark—“a signal, an omen; sign in the heavens, constellation."

43

Signal itself also alludes to a sign, imprint or mark but in the sense of an agreed to
sense of meaning of sign—a sign that has been interpreted.

44

A flag, then, is a sign
whose purpose is internal, and insignia (to define a collective and to map the space
within it as a normative and cultural matter). But it is also a signal, to project that
world of meaning outward.

The Spanish bandera derived from the Latin banda which means both the flag
itself and those bound to the abstract community of which the flag serves as a sign.

45

The object then is self-reflexive in the sense that the object (flag) it reflects meaning
even as it contributes toward its creation (or management): “a single exposure to an
American flag resulted in a significant increase in participants’ Republican voting
intentions, voting behavior, political beliefs, and implicit and explicit attitudes, with
some effects lasting 8 months after the exposure to the prime.

46

” It is the existence of
the flag that contributes positively to popular well-being

47

even as it serves as the
symbol of the aspiration toward increasing well-being. Flags are constructed by and
help construct, it solidifies and protects identity—it is both tool and object of

48
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40Kanterowicz (1957/2016).
41Matjunin (2000).
42Real Academia Española(1970) bandera.
43As Eco would have it-------–
44Etymology Online (Sign).
45Etymology Online (Signal).
46Real Academia Española (1970) bandera.
47Carter et al. (2011), p. 1011; Kemmelmeir and Winter (2008) (practices surrounding the Amer-
ican flag and its implications for the reproduction of American national identity).
48Amavilah (2008) (finding that the existence of the flag rather than specific color combinations,
that are significant).



identity—and make reabsorption that much more difficult. It protects and projects
identity, especially political identity, even as it recreates its content. The experience
of colonial India is telling.

49

3 The Object as Meaning and History

Etymology, then, underlines history.

50

Human society has always, it seems, orga-
nized itself around and through objects reconstituted as symbols imbued with
collective meaning. At the same time, that symbol organized itself around a com-
munity with respect to which it could substitute itself as the incarnation of the
otherwise abstraction that is any community.” That incarnation one can identity,
the etymology of which

51

also points to the what results in flesh from an otherwise
abstract transformation of the individual from an autonomous being to a constituent
element of a collective; that is to the understanding of the identity between the
community and the individual.

The flag, though, is not just an object but an action—to flag means to deploy the
flag in ways that it will be encountered, and in the encounter, to deepen the
connection between the object, it meaning and the communal and ideological
expectations that meaning produces. In the USA, it has been argued, “the cultural
practice of flagging is an important aspect of the maintenance and reproduction of
the American national identity.

52

” But flagging can as well evidence the struggle for
control of its meaning. Flagging then visualizes disunity among factions fighting for
dominance as well as the vessel through which the settled notions it represents may
be incarnated.

53

Flags though are not seen but sung; flagging and visualization can
be leveraged by ritual performance that verbalizes the ideology embedded in color
and markings on a flag.

54

And it can displace and transform identity merely by55
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49Bonner (2002) (on flags and the consolidation of Confederate identity in the US South; “‘If ever
there is a real sentiment du drapeau got up in the South,’ he noted, ‘it will be difficult indeed for the
North to restore the Union.’” Ibid p. 293 (quoting William Howard Russell on his ride through
North Carolina in 1861)).
50Rpy (2006).
51Smith (1975) (“The sweep of history has seen men and women everywhere rally around flags,
from time immemorial when flags were crude marks of identity and symbols of great emotion to the
great revolutions that saw the emergence of today’s nation-states and their national flags.” Ibid.,
frontflap).
52Etymology Online (Identity) (“c. 1600, “sameness, oneness, state of being the same,” from
Middle French identité (14c.), from Medieval Latin identitatem (nominative identitas) “sameness,”
ultimately from Latin idem (neuter) “the same””).
53Kemmelmeir and Winter (2008), p. 872.
54Gerbaudo (2017), pp. 123–125 (the use of the national flag by anti-government protestor sin
Brazil, the U.S., and Turkey as indictment of the anti-national stances of the governments against
which they were protesting).
55Cerulo (1993).



supplanting an old for a new set of signs—the emergence of the flags of Republican
France and the USA speak to this, but so does the emergence of the flag of National
Socialism in the German Reich.

The flag, then, is a gateway object into the conceptual universe of signs and
meaning it represents both as a matter of internal discipline and external perfor-
mance. It is also a language—a means of communication based on a shared meaning
of flags each as a word, thought, concept or phrase, a “Numerary Systems for
signaling by flags in the latter part of the 18th century, first by the French, followed
by the British.
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” Signs, signals, badges, rank, position, gesture, these are the
incarnations of a collective, of an identity grounded in the ideology now condensed
to a colored cloth rectangle or similar signaling device.

The symbolic language of flags also evidences the condensed language through
which identity is communicated. Symbols are not merely markings which reference
a historical connection between a people, the land, and normative or constitutive
utility. One can start with color. On research study found that “A total of 151 national
flags contained red, accounting for approximately 79% of all examined flags. Red
was followed by white (140 flags). Blue, yellow, and green had similar frequencies
(95–99 flags), whereas black and other colors were considerably less frequent
(Figure 1). In contrast, only four of the 20 international collaborative organizations
used red on their flag.

57

” The authors found that there were no appreciable regional
differences for the use of red. Red, though, did not embody the same meaning across
usage: the authors reported that 76 states used red as a representation of blood,
22 used red as a symbol of bravery, 11 as a symbol for struggle, 6 for both revolution
and victory, and five each for independence, passion and freedom.

58

The result tends
to suggest the greater importance of flagging for the internal constitution of identity
than for its protection outward—at least among the community of states. However,
there was significant difference between regions in the use of other colors: African
states rarely used white, a majority used green instead; blue was most used by
American and Oceanic states and least by Asian states; the same was true of yellow
(with respect to Central and South American states versus Asian states); black was
used most by American and least by European states (with the telling exception of
Germany).

59

Interestingly, this showed some changes from a similar study under-
taken in 1969, which found an equal preference for red, blue, and yellow (though the
same strong preference for green among African states).

60

And yet our corporate siblings remind us of the critical importance of color-
coding identity in the market.

61

Though they speak to markets for good and services,62
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it is hard to avoid considering the value of color coding for identity in markets for
politics as well. There are well-known examples in the contemporary political
landscape. Orange incarnates an identity in Ukraine quite distinct from its identity
incarnating role in Ireland, the later conflating political and religious ideologies/
identities.

63

Blue and white have now assumed a quite provocative color arrange-
ment within the dar al Islam, representing both Judaism and Zionism and the contest
for land wrested from the Christians during the first (Muslim) crusade of the 6th

century. And yet blue and white would mean something else of Finland. In this case
color plus symbol—a cross or a Star of David makes all the interpretive difference in
the world. And yet in both cases, the notions of sacrifice and unity were never far
from the surface of flag ideology and performance.

64

And within the community of
Israel after the exodus from Egypt it was said that the ensigns of the twelve Jewish
tribes color played a critical role, not just distinguishing one tribe from the other, but
connecting all tribes to the earthly manifestation of Divine overlordship.

65

Color is augmented by symbols—both simple and arcane. The ancient symbol-
ogy of heraldry

66

emphasized a double symbolism at least in medieval times—the
first was the incarnation of the state through the monarch (by whatever title that
individual was referred in specific context); the second was the incarnation of the
monarch-state in the symbol by which he-it was referenced. An individual would
bear the standard of the monarch (the bannerman) and by so bearing perform an
acknowledgment of the fusion between the individual and the banner to acknowl-
edge first the identity between the individual and the collective, and second the
identity between the collective and its physical representation in the body of the
leader. The core of leadership was flagged by the symbols which appearing on the
banner itself constituted the identity of and between the collective and its apparatus.
Here one never strays far from religion, or the spiritual.

67

That standard represented
location or space (the monarch is present, and thus the state); or object (the monarch
is judging); or action (the monarch is engaging in war). As such, one never strays far
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orange, Guantánamo orange or Hindu orange. . . In this publication a hidden organization of our
reality along the lines of color becomes visible. Ibid). The work has been criticized for its lack of
research findings. But that, actually, adds to its ironic sonance. If the criticism is true, then he is
merely mimicking, and by mimicking becoming a potentially leading force, in the construction of
color referents. Especially in business one hardly needs an academic position to make meaning.
63Wilson (2005).
64Roberts (1971).
65For Finland see Tepora (2008) (use of the national flag as symbolic and actual sacrifice in the wars
of liberation between 1917 and 1945).
66Eisenberg (n.d.) (“According to the Midrash, each tribal prince had a flag (mappah) of a unique
color, corresponding to one of the 12 precious stones of the breastplate of Aaron, the Kohen
Gadol”).
67Nadler (2016) and Ailes (2002).
68Karl (2014).



from the trope of a church militant, whatever the form taken by the collective and
institutionalized religious community. “The Israelites shall camp each with his
standard, under the banners of their ancestral house; they shall camp around the Tent
of Meeting at a distance.

69

” And one often finds them blended together—symbol,
identity, hierarchy, human, divine, collective identity and individual burden—long
after their Biblical context. In “1559 after an Ottoman victory at Djerba over the
Spanish [u]pon entering the port of Istanbul a captured flag reportedly showing
Christ on the cross was trailed behind a ship in the seawater in order to humiliate the
vanquished and their religion.”

70

At the same time, the powerful double symbology of the state, the monarch
(leader), and the community embedded in the ensign or in the banner could only be
destroyed by destroying the symbolic power of the sign itself and the physical
connection between the body of the monarch and the state. The French produced
the contemporary high theater of these symbolic performances of identity and its
reconstruction. They virtually simultaneously chopped off the head of their king—
thus severing the body of the monarch from the collective body of the state; and they
cast away the symbols of the monarch-state substituting color for symbol: the
tricoleur obliterated the personality of heraldry and substituted the more abstract
solidification of the collective and its identity through amalgamation, through the
colors of red, white and blue.

71

72 American identity symbology was equally
deployed—the stars and stripes were produced as a straightforward illustration of
the construction of a union among sovereign states (the white states on a field of
blue) leading and supporting (the alignment of the stars in their field to the highest
and closest point of the flag to its pole) the people through whose historic and
collective efforts remade themselves as something other than a colonial settlor
people.

And yet the old relationships survived. The flag retained its role as icon, in the
sense that the Greek Christian Church understood that term on the eve of the
iconoclastic revolution (mimicked almost a thousand years later in the course of the
Catholic Reformation).

73

It is just that its iconography changed to suit the times. The
personality of heraldic symbols was eliminated (by the substitution of color field) or

74
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Zickler (2016) (While Karlstadt read the biblical commandments against idolatry literally, “Luther
points out that he too has been dedicated to destroying images: ‘I approached the task of destroying



transformed. In either case, the personality of the identifying herald (person or
family which marked the relationship with others in the same collective as well as
the collective itself) was replaced with the personality of the collective itself. The
USA, for example, substituted Flag Day “to give significant expression to our
thoughtful love of America, our comprehension of the great mission of liberty and
justice to which we have devoted ourselves as a people, our pride in the history and
our enthusiasm for the political program of the nation, our determination to make it
greater and purer with each generation.” The collective made itself, the represen-
tation of which constituted the flag itself, or the herald substituted the body of the
collective for the person of the monarch. The iconic function of the flag remained
unchanged; and like religious cons heavily embedded with semiotic signification.
It was to be venerated in the appropriate forms, it might be invoked, and it would be
displayed in procession and other events as the physical manifestation of, that is the
portal connecting, the individuals invoking its power and the source of the power
itself.

76

75

4 From Object to Text and Back Again

All of this is well-known, even if such knowledge is organized to suit the interests of
those charged with its production. The flag as a meeting point of binaries and their
inversions continues to be a powerful expression, act, performance, manifestation,
and the like of the things themselves and the power of their representation. One
speaks to identity when one speaks to flags; and that discussion is a very messy
business. The visualization of identity (and its complexities and pathways), however,
leaves unvisualized, the relationship between image and text. While text is some-
times visualized in a flag, flags tend to serve as a substitute for, and a condensation
of, the text that itself speaks the realities (or ambitions) of the construction of identity
that is the relationship between a community and its banners. Here, however, is
where role reversal is at its most potent. For just as individuals and human organi-
zations serve as the bannermen of the flags, the ensigns of identity, that represent and
reconstitute them along the lines of their embedded meaning; so flags serve as the
bannermen of the Logos—of God (the ultimate organizing abstraction in systems of
human organization and self-consciousness)—that reconstitute the banner into the
coat of arms (in Spanish Blasón) of the text which it incarnates. One encounters here
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images by first tearing them out of the heart through God’s Word and making them worthless and
despised.’” Ibid.).
75Nadler (2016) (quoting Woodrow Wilson’s text on the Proclamation of Flag Day, 30 May 1916).
76On the semiotics of the Russian icon, Uspensky (1976).
77On a possible symbiosis, see, Graingera et al. (2017) (arguing that their research suggested that
national flags appear to influence word recognition in bilinguals, and that such flags automatically
activate language membership information).



a more elaborate model of a semiotic wheel—the constant spinning of object, sign,
interpretant in interlocking circles moving around so quickly that to the outside eye
they merge into a singularity, an ideological ghee that is used as the essential
ingredient of the pancake that is human identity.

Flags then, like the ancient body of the king,

78

serve as the nexus of a double
incarnation. The first is the well-known incarnation of the individual or people they
constitute (along with their institutional organs), considered above. The second, the
focus of what follows, is the obtusely theorized incarnation of the Logos, not as flesh
but as cloth, shield, and totem. To consider the nexus between flag and text,
however, produces an initial conundrum for literate societies. That conundrum—

whether one references an abstraction (the ideas, intent, objectives, desires, thoughts,
premises and the like which give shape to identity) reduced to spoken words, or does
one refer to the symbols—written text—to which those abstractions have been
reduced. The differences are well-known and much discussed. More interesting
here is the effect on the relationship between cloth-symbol—flag—and the chain
of interpretation from which its meaning is derived (and controlled). Writing, as
much as the

79

flag itself is a persona —an object, in this case an object (the identity
structuring story) that itself becomes the vessel for interpretation injected into other
personae (the discursive trope projected out).

80

This is all well-known; but its power relationships less so. Flags here assume the
same role as text in law. And flags pose the same semiotic question: when one gazes
at the flag (text) is its meaning derived solely from its manifestation as flag (text) that
is from its color (words) manifested on cloth (paper); or is the flag (statute or text)
merely an expression (an incarnation) of the underlying abstraction (the legislature’s
or lawmakers intent or objective)? There is no answer here; only allocation of power.

American jurisprudence provides a window on the semiosis of that debate—or at
least the semiotic rituals in with it is swaddled (clothed, or shrouded).

81

Conversely,
the flag, like the text of a statute, can, by incarnating an abstraction, become the
incarnation itself and thus limit its meaning to its own self. The color orange
becomes not just the color but the limits around which the color orange can be
understood—in Ireland, and in Ukraine.

82

Alternatively, the flag, like text, can be
understood as a pass-through—as a symbolic marker of abstract space—as an
invitation to engage with the abstract. That is, the text, like the color, is a memory
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78Bannerman (1899). The analogy is to the story of Little Black Sambo, a South Asian child who
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79Kantoerowicz (1957/2016).
80Long (1999).
81Chatmen (1978).
82Eskridge (1989) (text or context; and if context, context focusing on purpose or context focusing
on the meaning of text); cf. Molot (2006).
83Discussed above Sect. 3.



mnemonic. But what memory does it prompt? And who can authenticate the
legitimacy of the product of prompting? In legal space that is the role of lawyers
and judges. And the referent is the legitimate font of power exercise—the legisla-
ture or its administrative agencies legitimately exercising delegated authority.

84

Flags, like statute, thus serve too abstract masters. The flag—and its color
directional signal—might itself be the alpha and omega of the interpretation and
constitution of which it serves as representation. Conversely, the flag and its color
coding might as well serve only as an invitation to affirm extra banner text—as a
gateway. Is the flag its color-cloth, or is the flag instead of the link, to use the
language of the internet and its websites) that one presses to transport oneself to the
more profound incarnation of abstraction in words (written, aural, or constructed out
of imagery)? The simpler answer, and the cleaner one for academic semiotics, might
well be the first. A simple flag, a simple color, an embodiment and a set of identifiers
that ten constitute as they are constituted. Note that linear analysis sacrifices the
deeper semiotics of multi-level objectification, of significs, and of interpretation.
Here semiotics operates on multiple levels and in multiple spheres—that of the
simple symbology of the cloth color field to manage the masses (and the media) and
that of the text (to constitute meaning and identify its managers), as well as that
symbiosis between text and object. This is the world that Richard Rorty understood
well, whose logic may be grasped but neither resolved nor managed well—the world
of first incarnations.
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The shadow of Plato continues to shield one from the sunshine
of the wispiness of meaning.

Now one is back to the world of power; and one is back to its semiotics,
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its
flags. In the balance is the distribution of power through the alignment of groups
with interpretive power. In a world of text, cloth acquires a secondary significance;
the priesthood that controls the text controls the meaning of color. And the meaning
of color itself becomes the abnegation of literacy necessary for ownership of a
complex identity codex, the power over which is ceded to its priesthood. In the
USA that priesthood includes lawyers, judges, industrialists and those who control
the vehicles for reaching out to the masses. In Marxist Leninist states they include
the Communist Party hierarches operating through their lower level cadres. In
theocracies one looks to the priesthood. For them the flag is reduced to its simplest
form of communication—color on a field of cloth, or as a visual representation on
computers, posters, and the like. But there also lies the danger to the text-priests. A
flag, a color field compressing complex text codes can as easily be hijacked by
emerging priesthoods. The simpler the medium of communication with the
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masses—the more primitive the appearance of the semiotics of objects—the easier
an outward manifestation of complex internal contestations, of identity, of percep-
tion, of meaning, bound up in text over which the color field of the flag provides
cover.

And that leaves one with the perplexing after thought: to what end this consid-
eration of flags within pulsating stimuli that ritualize objects to compress the rule
structures around which meaning is made and humans can, by staring at these ritual
objects see themselves for something other than what they are? One answer is
geopolitics and its management.

88

The other is national identity, including the
management of its sub-nationalities and the projection of nationality through trans-
national organs.

89

Flags and their color coding provide the mechanics for meaning
but also the toolkit for hierarchy and the ceding of power. Power cedes up to elites
who manage the text-meaning of color and enforce its constraints. Power is ceded
down during those brief revolutionary moments when color control is wrested from
the priesthood of meaning and used against them. The centering of power semiotics
then moves the gaze from the color to those with the control of the color palette; from
those who perceive color to those who manage that perception. The construction of
identity through flags provides as much of a basis in the production of China’s silk
roads, and the regional trading systems of America first, as it reminds us of the
detritus of the twentieth centuries identity culture wars. But the semiotics of flags in
globalization will still draw deeply from the power-incarnation semiotics of the past,
just to distinct and historically contextual ends.

90

5 The Ensigns of Identity

It is within this meta-semiotics of meaning that “Flags, Identity, Memory: Critiquing
the Public Narrative through Color” is situated within its own semiotics as object.
sign, and as the transformation of both into ritual objects of incarnations of their own
representations. Its central object is itself both object and interpretation—the
employment of culturally specific color codes and images in the project of the
identification of “identity,” a project that conceals assumptions about members of
a people comprising a nation, or a people within a nation. Flag, identity, color,
identity, concealment, people, code, peoples, nations, culture, are all object, sign,
and the constructed product of interpretation simultaneously. That simultaneity
produces the possibility of concealment, even as it incarnates and degenerates its
objects—abstract or intangible in their interaction. Indeed, the central element of the
project is at its most profound not with respect to their well-known abstract incarnate
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object-signs, but in the engagement with the rituals, the processes, the dynamic
element, in their interactions.

That dynamic element centers narrative, for which the flag serves as a compres-
sion of dialogues of belonging that become tethered to negotiations for power and
resistance over time and throughout a people’s history. Identity here becomes an
object built on or through another—a cloth—that serves to announce, define, and
project, the abstraction on flesh (the individual) and yet another abstraction (com-
munity) by imposing an incarnation of alignment that itself assumes a physical
presence in the form of the flag, communicated through color abut articulating a
text that itself has been made flesh (written words). Likeness, as an object, as a thing,
may be imagined, as Anne Wagner and Sarah Marusek suggest, imagined or even
perpetuated, the idea of sameness may be socially, politically, culturally, and
historically contested to reveal competing pasts and presents. Visually evocative
and ideologically representative, flags are recognized symbols fusing color with
meaning that prescribe a story of unity.

91

And thus the semiosis, now producing an anarchy—a fluidity of meaning, and of
objectification, and of incarnation—without an ordering center. And from here the
invitation to reflection that constitutes the profound reflections of those contributing
to this volume. Here contributors speak to time, to the incarnation of history as a path
or as its negation the detritus of which are the identities bound up in colored cloth.
One speaks as well of insemination, of transmission, of the rituals of passage in the
face of mortality; flags are the banners of immorality, signaling the presence of the
eternal standing in defiance of the mortality of the individual (a degenerating object)
into a monument to her passing. Here, too, flags as a shroud, made out of the same
material of the swaddling cloth and the tonic which marked the birth and passage of
the individual, of identity, of the singularity and the mass. Now, at last, revelation of
the complex color-coded sign system of particular flags and their meanings attentive
to a complex configuration of historical, social and cultural conditions that shift over
time.

92

93

6 Parting Thoughts: “Hold High the Banner of the Lord!94

Human society will continue to serve willingly as the bannermen of incarnated
abstraction. Those are the incarnation of desire; of a desire from within through
which the “all too human” constitutes itself; of the desire made flesh through which95
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those reconstituted heralds projects that constitution outward onto the world; of the
desire of superior abstractions (also made flesh) whose will constitute the individual
and its collective from the outside and directs its internal constitution.

The ideal of the ensign remains tightly woven into the incarnation of human
identity. People, and THE people hold high the banner of identity. The “First”
Testament records both the centrality of banners in the identification of the commu-
nity of believers—a sign of covenant divided into its functional sub-structures by
color connected to the divine overlordship —and also its projection against ene-
mies.
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It remains a centering element among the religions that acknowledge new
covenants of this relationship, and is used to project new generations of identity
bearers out into the world.

97

The Chinese Cultural Revolution also reconstituted the
identity of its revolution and its masses around the banner and the cult of the leader:
Hold High the Great Banner of Mao Tse-tung’s Thinking.

98

“ ” The Great Proletarian
Cultural Revolution was itself heralded by bannermen.

99

That device of holding100

Foreword: Bannermen and Heralds: The Identity of Flags; the Ensigns of Identity xxi

leverage that he thought so firm as to admit of his turning the rest of the cosmos on a pivot that he
might master it. . . It is the same with the science of mathematics which certainly would never have
come into existence if mankind had known from the beginning that in all nature there is no perfectly
straight line, no true circle, no standard of measurement.” Ibid., ¶ 11 (Language as a Presumptive
Science)).
96And discussed above Section 3.
97Exodus 17:15–16 (Moses built an alter and named it ‘The Lord is my Banner.’” He said, “Hold
high the banner of the Lord! The Lord will continue to fight against the Amalekites forever!”). The
pulsating incarnations of abstraction projected outward from an identity source (God) through the
constitution of a communal persona (Israel) to its projection against the enemies of both (the
Amalekites) are succinctly expressed in these two Biblical passages.
98Oaks (2012). It is worth noting at some length:

Almost forty years ago President Marion G. Romney stood at this pulpit and spoke these words
to graduates at a BYU commencement exercise:

You all have a mark upon you after today. . . . You will be known as a graduate of Brigham
Young University, [which is] part of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. The
people who know you and see you will judge the Church by you. Your great mission is to
hold the banner high. [“Concluding Remarks,” BYU commencement address, 20 April
1973, 1]

You “have a mark upon you.” We all have marks or labels upon us. Our names and many
characteristics of our appearance, such as family similarities, are marks. So is our speech. These
marks are involuntary. Other marks are voluntarily assumed, like religious symbols that various
faiths use on their apparel, which we honor, and tattoos, which we discourage. Our Savior is the
model for a self-imposed mark of the utmost significance. Isaiah spoke messianically as he voiced
the Savior’s declaration: “I have graven thee upon the palms of my hands” (Isaiah 49:16). In their
own ways, each of these marks—holy and mundane—is a -banner that sends a signal. (Ibid., ¶ III).
99Peking Review (1966) (“We must together with all the people of our country raise high the great
red banner of Mao Tse-tung’s thinking and unswervingly carry the socialist cultural revolution
through to the end and make the literary and art work of our armed forces play a great role in putting
politics first and in promoting the revolutionization of the people.”). The banner trope spread to the
West as well at the time. People’s Canada Daily (1977).
100Jiang Zemin (1997).



high the banner of identity in its dynamic societal-political sense remains a constant
within China.101

As the title of this collection of marvelous essays elaborating its themes in
profoundly important ways, Flags serve as the vessel of identity and memory and
to that extent speak the language of symbol, and the language of symbol speak for
the abstraction and incarnation of both identity and memory in ways that are
realized—performed—through the ritual critiques of public narrative through
color. Color is a gateway, an expression, a compression of the richness that is that
protean sphere within which the divine act of creation, degeneration, and recreation
can be manifested through the techniques of its identification. And yet, that itself is
yet another level of the semiosis of existence, of the investment in ritual objects of
form and character that itself incarnates abstraction and abstracts object-signs as their
own representation.102
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A Trichotomy of Meanings: To Know, to Think,
to Dream in Colors and Flags

L’esprit de l’homme a trois clefs qui ouvrent tout:
Le chiffre, la lettre, la note.
Savoir, Penser, Rêver
Tout est là (Hugo 1840, Préface)

On écrit toujours pour donner la vie,
pour libérer la vie là où elle est emprisonnée,
pour tracer des lignes de fuite (Deleuze 1990, p. 192)

Abstract
The flag, as a visual representation of national understanding and public memory,

textualizes the materiality of a people through the collective identification of color.
Through color, the flag is uniquely understood as a semiotic of history, culture,
evolving politics, and historical events that shape the understandings of the present.
This volume examines the complexity of meaning arising from flags from all over
the world. Through the medium of color, the flag carries distinct, defined, yet
disputed spatiotemporal representations of people and place. Visually, the colors
on flags represent a variety of understandings and practices of law contributing to the
collective discussions of nation and identity, past, and present.

Keywords
Color; Flags; Nation; Identity; Public memory; Semiotics; Legal semiotics

1 Introduction

In our research project on Flags, Color, and the Legal Narrative: Public Memory,
Identity, and Critique, the identification of “identity” employs culturally specific
color codes and images that conceal assumptions about members of a people
comprising a nation, or a people within a nation. Flags narrate constructions of
belonging that become tethered to negotiations for power and resistance over time
and throughout a people’s history. Bennett (2005, p. 172) defines identity as “the

xxix



imagined sameness of a person or social group at all times and in all circumstances.”
While such likeness may be imagined or even perpetuated, the idea of sameness may
be socially, politically, culturally, and historically contested to reveal competing
pasts and presents.

Visually evocative and ideologically representative, flags are recognized symbols
fusing color with meaning that prescribe a story of unity. Yet, through semiotic
confrontation, there may be different paths leading to different truths and applica-
tions of significance:

Write, form a rhizome, increase your territory by deterritorialization, extend the line of
flights to the point where it becomes an abstract machine covering the entire plane of
consistency (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, p. 11).

Knowing this and their function, Wagner and Marusek have decided to investi-
gate these transmitted values over time and space. Indeed, flags may have evolved in
key historical periods, but contemporaneously transpire in a variety of ways:

fiModern civilized societies are de ned by a process of decoding and deterritorialization. But
what they deterritorialize on the one hand, they reterritorialize on the other (our translation—
Deleuze and Guattari 1973, p. 306).

This truly international interdisciplinary edited volume reflects modern societies’
heterogeneity and its trail of activities engaging Flags, Identity, Memory: Critiquing
the Public Narrative through Colors. Studying the visual and hidden discursive
implications on “public narrative through color” sheds light on semiotic, philosoph-
ical, and legal issues, as well as impacts on our legal cultures, traditions, and
systems. Taking into account space and time, Wagner and Marusek propose a
reflection on the functions, roles, and limits of these visual and discursive represen-
tations, as well as impacts, respects, and obligations deriving from them.

Our thirty-one contributors hail from all over the world, from the East to theWest,
from the North to the South. With each his/her own distinctiveness and field of
expertise, we have therefore investigated these transmitted values by addressing the
following questions:

– Which values are being transmitted?
– Have their colors evolved through space and time?
– Is there a shift in cultural and/or collective meaning from one space to another?
– What are their sources?
– What is the relationship between law and flags in their visual representations?
– What is the shared collective and/or cultural memory beyond this visual

representation?

Visual studies are a system of signs that enables the lawyer, the linguist, the artist,
the reader, and even the viewer to analyze the public space in a semiotic sense. Signs
resemble a web (Eco 1976), an open texture (Hart 1976). Signs have plurality in
meaning (Bhatia et al. 2005), are situated in flux spaces (Wagner 2011), and govern
our understandings of the past and present (Marusek 2014). These visual signs form
part of what we could consider an abbreviated sign system, which needs to be
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