
Camouflage
Camouflage is a way of making an object hard to spot against its background 
due to inadequate figure-ground segregation. It occurs when the figure 
blends in with the area around it. If our brain is unable to identify the object 
and segregate it from its surroundings, the object is considered to be 
camouflaged.

Camouflage can be seen in nature where preys disguise as tree branches, 
leaves, grass, etc. to avoid being attacked or predators blend in with the 
color, texture or pattern of the area around them so that they cannot be 
spotted against their surroundings. We are also familiar with camouflage 
being used in defense to hide soldiers and military equipment.

Types of camouflage

Blending, countershading, mimicry and disruption are the 4 common types of camouflage. 
(Camoupedia, 2021)

Distinguishing an object from its background is called figure-ground segregation. Our 
brain segregates a figure from the area around it based on various cues like size, shape, 
color, texture, prior knowledge, etc. 
For example, in the image below, the light-green caterpillar can easily be identified as the 
figure against the darker background. A camouflage occurs when it becomes harder for us 
to achieve this kind of segregation.

Figure-ground segregation



A caterpillar cannot fly to escape from its 
predators. The best option to protect itself is 
blending in with its surroundings so that it 
becomes hard to spot. So the caterpillars are 
usually green in color to blend in with the 
leaves that they feed on so that segregating 
them from their surroundings becomes 
difficult for their predators. This type of 
camouflage is called blending.



From the side, due to the light and shade,  
the upper side of the body of the caterpillar 
appears lighter than its underside, which 
makes the caterpillar appear ‘solid’ and 
hence easily detectable by the predators 
because figure-ground segregation becomes 
easier against ‘flat’ leaves.



If the underside, i.e., the belly of the caterpillar is lighter in color than its back, it appears 
uniformly shaded when light falls on it, to give it a ‘flat’ appearance which makes it go 
unnoticed by the predator against the flat leaves. this type of camouflage is called 
counter-shading.

caterpillar + sunlight caterpillar + 
countershading + sunlight

countershading



If the caterpillar feeds upside down, its belly needs to be darker than its back so that it 
appears ‘flat’ when sunlight hits. This is called reverse counter-shading.



In addition to this, if the caterpillar has a line 
on its back mimicking the midrib of the leaf it 
feeds on, it becomes much easier to be 
undetectable. Distinguishing the caterpillar 
from the leaf is still harder since figure and 
ground are very similar in color as well as 
pattern. This type of camouflage is called 
mimicry where the object imitates its 
surroundings.



The caterpillar can also have these bold dark patterns on its back to disrupt the 
appearance of a single object. As a result, the caterpillar looks like multiple pieces of 
something rather than an entire caterpillar because the ‘dazzling’ pattern gives a fake 
appearance of shadows of those multiple pieces. This also results in the figure-ground 
segregation being harder. This is called disruptive or dazzle camouflage.

It can be observed that across different types of camouflage, color plays the most 
essential role in lowering figure-ground segregation. The hue, value and intensity of the 
colors involved should be at the right levels to cause camouflage effectively.



Examples of Camouflage in photographs

On zooming in we can observe that her 
pants are actually different from the rock in 
shape and color thus standing out from the 
rock behind, helping us perceive her as the 
figure against the background.

The rock on the left has a girl on it bending forward, who is camouflaged with the rock 
which makes it difficult for us to distinguish her from the background. The color, shape, as 
well as the light and shade on her top half are effectively matching with the surface of 
the rock causing her to be camouflaged.



The silhouette of the tree behind the girl, similar in color to her hair is making it look like 
the branches of the tree are part of her hair, at the first glance. Even though the tree is a 
part of the ground, it is perceived to be a part of the figure.

But, the effect of light and shade on her hair makes it look 3 dimensional, whereas the 
tree looks flat which helps us know on careful observation that the tree is in fact a part of 
the ground, located at a distance behind the girl.



The baby squirrel has been camouflaged on the fabric by matching and aligning the 
pattern on its back to the pattern of the fabric. This makes it difficult to segregate the 
entire figure (squirrel) from the ground (fabric). The tail of the squirrel is not camouflaged 
and hence makes it easier to identify the animal. If the squirrel moves, the alignment of 
the pattern breaks and it won’t be camouflaged anymore.



Here, the flowers in the girl’s hands are being camouflaged with her dress due to the 
similarity in their colors. But the shadows on the flowers and the green stalks are the 
cues that help us distinguish between the figure and the ground, giving away the 
camouflage.



On the metallic leaf shape at the center, a moth matching in color has been camouflaged. 
The shape of the moth has been matched with the bottom part of the leaf. The part of the 
moth with a lighter color has been aligned with the gloss on the leaf. This makes the 
figure-ground segregation hard enough for us to not notice the moth at all.

On looking closely we can see that the midrib of the metallic leaf is being occluded by the 
wings of the moth. This is a cue that helps us perceive the moth as the figure and the leaf 
as a part of the background.



The toy dog is blending in with the wall of the well on which it has been placed and is 
not clearly visible due to their similarity in color. The white patch on the dog is also 
adding to this since it matches the pattern on the wall of the well.

The discontinuation in the neck area, the gold accent and the shadow cast by the dog, 
though not very sharp, are the cues helping us segregate the figure and the ground.



Two girls are facing the wall, the taller girl at the back closer to the wall and the shorter 
girl behind her, closer to the camera. Their hair similar in color texture and shape are 
merging with each other making it difficult to segregate one from the other.



The monkey on the mango tree in the front, 
holding its infant, is being camouflaged not 
only because it is similar in color to the tree, 
but also because of its placement. It is 
sitting at a spot that makes it look like the 
continuation of a tree branch leading to its 
foliage.

On zooming in, we can clearly spot the 
monkey. The tail also gives it away.



In this image, the pattern on the girl’s dress is very similar to the pattern on the couch. 
Because of this, we might perceive her dress as a part of the background. Only her head 
resting on her hand is seen as the figure. 

The dazzling pattern adds to the camouflage by making the shadows less noticeable. If 
the dress and the couch were made out of plain fabric, the figure-ground segregation 
would have been much easier because of the very evident shadows of the girl on the 
couch. Any other pattern, stipes for example would also not work because of the 
discontinuation of the patterns between the girl and the couch. Dazzling patterns help in 
eliminating such discontinuation since the pattern itself is very random.



Can you spot the grasshopper on this branch?
The grasshopper is mimicking the branch in color and pattern which has made it easier for 
the grasshopper to hide well against the background.



How can camouflage be used in design?

Set design:
Camouflage can be used in plays or movies to achieve the results intended, like hiding 
certain things and revealing it later, etc.

Pattern design:
Camouflage is used in designing patterns for clothing or other surfaces which need to be 
blended in with the background. For example, a wildlife photographer could wear 
clothing designed based on the color blindness of specific animals to get closer without 
scaring them. We have seen this being used for defense purposes too.
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