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ABSTRACT

This study investigates how national symbols in postcolonial Africa function as
semiotic and ideological texts that construct, contest, and reinterpret the meaning of
nationhood. Grounded in semiotic theory and postcolonial critique, the research
analyses the flags, coats of arms, and national anthems of four African nations:
Nigeria, Kenya, Morocco, and South Africa. Drawing on the works of Ferdinand de
Saussure, Charles Sanders Peirce, Roland Barthes, Homi Bhabha, Frantz Fanon, and
Achille Mbembe, the study decodes how these symbols mediate between colonial
inheritances and indigenous reassertions of identity. It applies the concept of re-
semiotisation to examine how citizens, through protest, art, and digital culture,
reinterpret state symbols to express dissent and renew meaning. The study finds that
while national symbols were originally designed to unify and legitimize postcolonial
states, they now serve as dynamic sites of negotiation where power, identity, and
memory intersect. Through a qualitative interpretive approach, the research reveals
that the semiotics of unity in Africa is always haunted by histories of division and
struggle. Yet, this very ambivalence enables continual reinterpretation and renewal.
By bridging semiotic and postcolonial perspectives, the study contributes to a deeper
understanding of how meaning, in postcolonial Africa, is not fixed by authority but
produced through the ongoing dialogue between state ideology and popular
imagination.

KEYWORDS: semiotics, national identity, postcolonial Africa, symbolism, and re-
semiotisation.

INTRODUCTION

The idea of the nation has always been a symbolic construct, an imaginative
projection rather than a fixed reality. Benedict Anderson’s concept of the nation as an
“imagined community” emphasizes that nations exist because people collectively
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agree to see themselves as part of a symbolic whole (6). In postcolonial Africa, where
colonial borders fragmented indigenous identities and imposed artificial statehood, the
question of how nations imagine themselves becomes especially urgent. National
symbols such as flags, anthems, and coats of arms play a vital role in this process.
They are semiotic texts through which unity, sovereignty, and collective memory are
expressed, even as they conceal tensions of ethnicity, religion, and class. These
symbols embody what Roland Barthes calls “mythologies”: systems of signification
that transform cultural and political history into naturalized truths (142).

The semiotics of African nationhood is particularly complex because the
symbols meant to unify the state emerge from hybrid cultural and colonial encounters.
The use of European heraldic designs, Christian moral imagery, and Western musical
forms in national emblems reveals the continuity of colonial sign systems within
postcolonial identity formation. At the same time, indigenous motifs and languages
embedded in these symbols reflect efforts to reclaim cultural autonomy. Postcolonial
theory provides a critical framework for understanding this ambivalence. As Homi
Bhabha observes, the postcolonial nation is a space of negotiation and translation
where meaning is constantly reconstituted (3). In this space, symbols do not merely
represent the nation; they participate in constructing it. Frantz Fanon similarly warns
that postcolonial nationalism often reproduces colonial hierarchies under the guise of
independence (148). Through a postcolonial lens, national symbols can thus be read as
contested signs-sites where colonial residues, indigenous reassertions, and ideological
myths intersect.

Despite the presence of national symbols across Africa, scholarship has tended
to treat them descriptively or ceremonially rather than as dynamic sign systems.
Studies of nationalism in Africa have primarily focused on political or historical
dimensions, overlooking the semiotic processes through which flags, anthems, and
coats of arms communicate power, unity, and exclusion. This neglect constitutes a
crucial gap in the literature. Existing analyses rarely interrogate how these symbols
encode ideology or how their meanings evolve through reinterpretation and resistance.
Moreover, little attention has been given to how contemporary movements, such as
youth protests, feminist activism, and digital campaigns, have re-semiotised these
national emblems to express disillusionment and reimagine belonging. The present
study addresses this gap by applying semiotic and postcolonial theories to decode the
ideological meanings embedded in national symbols and to uncover how they
articulate the tensions of postcolonial identity, power, and memory.

Accordingly, the study pursues three main objectives. The first is to examine
how national symbols in postcolonial Africa encode and mediate notions of unity and
division. The second is to analyse the ideological work these symbols perform in
sustaining or challenging postcolonial state identity. The third is to explore how
citizens reinterpret or re-semiotise official symbols through cultural expression and
political activism. From these objectives arise three guiding research questions: How
do national symbols in postcolonial Africa encode and mediate notions of unity and
division? What ideological work do these symbols perform in sustaining or
challenging postcolonial state identity? In what ways are national symbols re-
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semiotised through protest, art, and digital culture to express resistance and reimagine
nationhood?

The scope of the study is limited to selected postcolonial African states whose
national symbols vividly reflect the continent’s historical and cultural negotiations.
Rather than comparing nations, the study focuses on the symbolic logic that underlies
their representations of nationhood; how colour, image, and language operate as
signifiers of ideology. Through a qualitative interpretive approach, the research
decodes the denotative and connotative meanings of these symbols, situating them
within postcolonial narratives of liberation, identity, and transformation.

The significance of this study lies in its interdisciplinary synthesis of semiotic
and postcolonial perspectives. By bridging these frameworks, it sheds light on how
national symbols function not merely as markers of identity but as instruments of
ideology and resistance. This analysis contributes to a deeper understanding of African
nationhood as a semiotic process; a continual negotiation of meaning in which citizens
and states contest what it means to belong. Lastly, the study demonstrates that national
symbols are not static relics of independence but living texts whose meanings evolve
with the shifting political and cultural realities of postcolonial Africa.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study synthesizes semiotics and postcolonial theory to decode ideological
meanings in national symbols. Semiotics analyses how meaning is produced through
sign systems, while postcolonial theory interrogates how colonial histories shape these
meanings. Together, they reveal how African flags, anthems, and emblems function as
sites of symbolic negotiation, signifying unity while concealing division.

Semiotic Foundations

Saussure's distinction between signifier (form) and signified (concept)
establishes that their relationship is arbitrary and socially constructed (66). Meaning
emerges not from individual signs but from relational differences within sign systems.
Nigeria's green flag signifies prosperity, only through opposition to its white stripe
signifying peace. Peirce's triadic model—representamen (form), object (referent), and
interpretant (constructed meaning)—introduces dynamism: meaning is continually
reconstituted by context and perception (99). South Africa's multi-coloured flag has
shifted from signifying liberation in the 1990s to being contested by generations facing
persistent inequality.

Barthes extends semiotics into ideology through his theory of myth. In
Mythologies, he argues modern myths form through "second-order signification,"
where ordinary signs become ideological vehicles (117). National symbols operate as
myths that naturalize state authority, transforming historical contingencies into
timeless narratives. South Africa's "rainbow nation" narrative exemplifies this: its flag
and multilingual anthem present harmony while concealing economic and racial
divides. Barthes's concept exposes how postcolonial states sustain legitimacy through
mythic construction.
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Postcolonial Perspectives

While semiotics reveals signification mechanisms, it cannot account for the
power-laden conditions producing these systems. Postcolonial theory situates signs
within colonialism's material realities and aftermath. Benedict Anderson's "imagined
community" concept explains how symbols mediate collective identity (6). Nations are
social constructs sustained through shared symbols, enabling individuals to imagine
connections with unseen others. In postcolonial Africa, where colonial powers
arbitrarily imposed boundaries, symbols became essential for manufacturing unity
among diverse groups. Yet this imagined unity remains precarious, requiring continual
symbolic reinforcement.

Homi Bhabha argues that the nation is not homogeneous but a space of
narration and negotiation. In Nation and Narration, he proposes that national identity
is performative, constructed through repeated cultural signs open to reinterpretation
(2). The "nation as narration" is characterized by hybridity, where colonial and
indigenous elements intersect, producing ambivalent meanings. This appears in
African nationhood's semiotic systems, where Western heraldic designs coexist with
indigenous motifs, and colonial languages articulate anti-colonial ideals in anthems.
Kenya's coat of arms—a European shield flanked by native animals- encapsulates this
hybridity. Bhabha's concept explains why postcolonial symbols simultaneously assert
independence and reveal dependence on colonial representation forms.

Frantz Fanon offers a radical critique, exposing psychological and ideological
continuities between colonial and postcolonial states. In The Wretched of the Earth, he
observes that newly independent nations often reproduce colonial hierarchies under
the guise of national unity (148). Symbols become fetishized objects—signs of
liberation concealing persistent inequality and neo-colonial dependency. Fanon's
warning resonates in contemporary Africa, where symbols may legitimize political
elites rather than represent diverse populations. Semiotically, these function as "frozen
myths" signs that have lost transformative potential and now reinforce dominant
ideologies.

Synthesis and Application

Combining these frameworks, this study approaches national symbols as
historically situated sign systems that construct and reflect postcolonial identity. The
semiotic method enables close reading of visual and linguistic codes; postcolonial
theory provides a critical interpretation of ideological implications. This synthesis
acknowledges meaning-making as both linguistic and political. Every flag or anthem
operates at two levels: semiotic signification and postcolonial power/resistance.

Applying these frameworks to Nigeria, Kenya, Morocco, and South Africa
recognizes diverse postcolonial histories. Nigeria and Kenya share a British colonial
legacy, shaping symbols within Anglophone frameworks of Christian rhetoric and
administrative order. Morocco's precolonial monarchy and Islamic heritage produce
systems fusing sacred and state symbolism. South Africa's transition from apartheid
generates uniquely hybrid semiotic fields attempting to reconcile divisions through
new inclusivity narratives. Across contexts, national symbols emerge as sites where
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colonial and indigenous signifiers collide, generating meanings through cultural
negotiation.

Barthes's mythic naturalization is particularly relevant. When flag colours or
anthem verses become self-evident truths about unity, the historical processes
producing them are effaced. Semiotic analysis restores this history by denaturalizing
signs, revealing hidden ideological investments. Postcolonial theory re-politicizes
semiotics by situating myths within decolonization and nation-building narratives.
Together, they enable reading symbols not as static representations but as dynamic
arenas of ideological struggle.

Finally, in this framework, meaning is neither inherent nor innocent; it is
historically produced, socially contested, and politically charged. Flags are semiotic
condensations of collective aspirations and contradictions. Anthems are performative
discourses that unite and divide through language and rhythm. Coats of arms encode
state power relations. Decoding these through combined semiotic and postcolonial
lenses uncovers multilayered processes through which African nations imagine,
narrate, and contest identities.

The framework underscores that postcolonial African identity cannot be
understood without attention to symbolic dimensions. The interplay between semiotic
form and postcolonial content reveals the nation as both sign and story, a semiotic
system requiring constant re-signification. As Bhabha reminds us, "The nation fills the
void left in the uprooting of communities and kin, and turns that loss into the language
of metaphor" (139). Decoding this language uncovers not only unity narratives
sustaining postcolonial states but also the silences and exclusions haunting them.

LITERATURE REVIEW

National symbols in postcolonial Africa intersect semiotics, political
anthropology, and postcolonial cultural studies. Scholarship demonstrates that flags,
anthems, and emblems encode contested meanings of identity, belonging, and
sovereignty. This review surveys: (1) semiotic approaches to national identity, (2)
postcolonial reinterpretations of nationalism, and (3) African-centred studies on
symbolic politics, concluding by identifying gaps this research addresses.

Semiotics and the Meaning of National Identity

Saussure’s structuralist conception of the sign as signifier and signified laid the
groundwork for understanding how national imagery communicates freedom, unity, or
heritage (67). In the flags, colours, and shapes act as signifiers while ideals of
sovereignty serve as signified. The sign acquires meaning only within relational
structures; flags cannot be understood isolated from religious, colonial, or political
codes.

Building on this foundation, Roland Barthes’ Mythologies demonstrates how
cultural artifacts acquire secondary meanings that naturalize ideology (117). Barthes’
notion of myth transforms historical contingencies into timeless narratives. Myth
“empties reality” of complexity to present a self-evident truth (129). The Kenyan flag
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mythologizes anti-colonial struggle as eternal national unity despite persistent
inequalities.

Umberto Eco conceptualizes symbols as “cultural sign-functions” whose
meanings depend on interpretive communities (68). National symbols are thus living
texts, constantly reinterpreted. Movements such as #EndSARS and #FeesMustFall
have re-semiotised emblems to bloodied flags, reworded anthems to express dissent,
affirming that meaning is contingent and politically charged.

Kress and van Leeuwen argue that visual structures communicate ideologies
(2). Their framework decodes how composition, colour, and arrangement signify
hierarchical relations. Morocco’s centrally positioned pentagram encodes divine
authority’s centrality, while South Africa’s “Y” shape visually suggests post-apartheid
reconciliation.

National symbols emerge as visual and auditory texts where the nation
becomes a “signifying practice.” Yet their meanings are inseparable from colonial
encounters and postcolonial negotiations.

Postcolonial Reinterpretations of Nationalism and Symbolic Representation

Postcolonial theory provides the critical vocabulary to interrogate the
ideological and historical dimensions that underlie national symbols. Benedict
Anderson’s Imagined Communities offers a pivotal starting point, arguing that nations
are not natural entities but imagined constructs sustained by shared symbols and
narratives (6). National flags, anthems, and emblems function as “technologies of
imagination,” producing a sense of communal belonging through repetition and ritual.
However, Anderson’s model, though influential, has been critiqued for insufficiently
addressing the colonial legacies and racial hierarchies that shape national imagination
in formerly colonized societies.

Fanon emphasises how postcolonial elites appropriate national symbols to
perpetuate domination (149). Post-independence flags and anthems become simulacra
of liberation, concealing structural inequality. His warning that “the nation is not an
abstract ideal but a material condition” (148) underscores the need to interpret symbols
as ideological tools mediating power.

Bhabha conceptualises the nation as a narrative performance, simultaneously
pedagogical and performative (3). His ideas explain ambivalence in postcolonial
symbols, which both unify and fracture. South Africa’s flag performs unity yet
remains haunted by apartheid memories, while Morocco’s Islamic symbols perform
continuity but exclude Amazigh minorities.

Said’s Orientalism illuminates how colonial discourse shaped African self-
representation. National symbols often reproduce colonial semiotic logic, privileging
Western aesthetics over indigenous systems (Said 2—-5). This colonial residue appears
in anthems modelled after European hymnody and emblems imitating British heraldry.

Mbembe and wa Thiong’o emphasise memory and language in national
representation. Mbembe’s “necropolitics” exposes how states deploy symbols to
sanctify sacrifice (24). wa Thiong’o argues that true national consciousness emerges
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only when symbols are expressed in indigenous languages (17), challenging the
linguistic homogeneity of anthems in colonial tongues.

African-Centred Scholarship on National Symbols

African scholarship explores how states appropriate indigenous motifs while
perpetuating colonial epistemologies. Mazrui argues African nationalism is
characterised by a “triple heritage”: indigenous, Islamic, and Western traditions (23).
In Nigeria and Kenya, indigenous emblems coexist with Western heraldic design,
producing a hybrid semiotic landscape.

Falola’s Nationalism and African Intellectuals examines how national rituals
and symbols serve as performative sites for negotiating modernity and tradition (59).
He observes that national symbols often fail to achieve inclusivity because they are
constructed through elite discourses that marginalise ethnic and linguistic minorities.
This critique resonates with the Moroccan and Nigerian cases, where the official
national symbols seldom represent the full diversity of their populations. Other
scholars, such as John Nwachukwu-Agbada and Miikoma wa Ngiigi, analyse the
semiotics of postcolonial identity through literature and visual culture. Nwachukwu-
Agbada emphasises that national symbols in Africa must be read “as sites of tension
between imposed modernity and indigenous aesthetics” (42). In this view, the
Nigerian coat of arms, with its white horses and European shield form, embodies both
aspiration and alienation. Miikoma wa Ngfiigi, writing about Kenya, similarly argues
that the nation’s visual symbols encode “a moral fiction of unity” that masks ongoing
struggles over land and justice (11).

South African scholars such as Sarah Nuttall and Njabulo Ndebele have also
interrogated the semiotics of post-apartheid identity. Nuttall’s Entanglement: Literary
and Cultural Reflections on Post-apartheid highlights how symbols of unity, like the
national flag, operate within a visual economy that is both reconciliatory and
exclusionary (15). Ndebele, on the other hand, views mnational symbols as
“performative metaphors of unfinished freedom” (28), underscoring the gap between
symbolic promise and material reality.

Gaps in the Literature

Three notable gaps persist. First, existing literature lacks rigorous semiotic
methodology; few studies systematically apply Barthesian or Peircean frameworks to
decode national imagery. Second, comparative analyses across African nations remain
rare. Third, scholarship has not adequately examined how contemporary movements
resignify national symbols. The #EndSARS bloodstained flag or reimagined South
African flag during anti-xenophobia campaigns represent underexplored semiotic
shifts. This study fills these gaps by combining semiotic analysis with postcolonial
critique across Nigeria, Kenya, Morocco, and South Africa.
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METHODOLOGY

This study adopts qualitative semiotic analysis to uncover meanings embedded
in national symbols. Following Barthes’s denotation/connotation and Peirce’s triadic
framework, the research interprets symbols as sign systems communicating unity,
sovereignty, and postcolonial redefinition (Barthes 36; Peirce 135). Interpretive
inquiry engages the dynamic interplay between symbols’ formal structures and
shifting meanings.

The study employs purposive case selection, focusing on Nigeria, Kenya,

Morocco, and South Africa—chosen for distinct colonial histories and nation-building
trajectories. Nigeria illustrates mediating competing regional identities; Kenya reveals
visual/linguistic motifs as instruments of memory; Morocco demonstrates fusion of
traditional and modern codes; South Africa represents deliberate re-semiotisation
through reconciliation symbols.
Primary data include official flags, anthems, and coats of arms, complemented by
archival materials and public commentaries. Each symbol is examined through
semiotic processes, identifying signifiers and decoding denotative and connotative
meanings. Analysis attends to both historical creation moments and contemporary
reinterpretations in rhetoric, education, and culture.

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION

Nigeria: Green, White, and the Myth of Unity
9

(Flag of Nigeria, Wikipedia) (Coat of arms of Nigeria, Wikipedia)

Nigeria’s symbols articulate aspirational peace, unity, and prosperity, yet
meanings are fraught with contradictions. The green and white flag represents
agriculture and peace, functioning as Barthesian myths naturalizing unity (142).
Denotatively, it evokes wealth and harmony. Connotatively, colours mask persistent




Josuga: Jos Journal of Humanities Vol. 8, No. 1, June 2026

divisions: regional inequality, ethnic rivalries, and religious conflicts. The flag
signifies not achieved unity but an aspiration, reflecting Anderson’s “imagined
community” (6).

The anthem and coat of arms reinforce symbolic unity, service, and integrity.
The coat of arms signifies fertility, dignity, and strength (Akinyemi 214). Its motto,
“Unity and Faith, Peace and Progress,” idealizes harmony. Yet corruption, ethnic
rivalry, and instability undermine these virtues (Ekeh 13), revealing tension between
ideology and disunity.

The green-white-green flag has undergone re-semiotisation. During the 2020
#EndSARS protests, youths used bloodstained flags as counter-symbols exposing state
violence, transforming it from peace into mourning and resistance, exemplifying
Bhabha’s “ambivalence of national signs” (145). Nigeria’s symbols reveal the gap
between myth and reality.

Kenya: The Symbolism of Struggle and Harmony
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(Flag of Kenya, Wikipedia) (Coat of arms of Kenya, Wikipedia)

Kenya’s symbols are rooted in anti-colonial struggle and post-independence
unity. The flag combines black, red, and green stripes with white bands and the
Maasai shield and spears. Black represents the people, red symbolizes bloodshed for
freedom, green signifies agricultural wealth, and white connotes peace. These
elements encode Kenya’s Mau Mau uprising memory and cohesion quest. The shield
and spears reaffirm indigenous identity. Barthes notes that myth transforms history
into nature; the flag naturalizes diverse ethnic groups’ unity under shared struggle
(139).

The anthem Ee Mungu Nguvu Yetu reinforces moral and spiritual dimensions.
Composed in Kiswahili, it combines Christian and indigenous elements, representing
Eco’s “cultural code” uniting traditions (23). Its emphasis on peace and unity
encapsulates nation-building ideals, yet these clash with ethnic politics and class
divisions. Electoral violence and polarization reveal how unity myths remain
contested. Youth activism has reinterpreted symbols as accountability and resistance,
exemplifying Barthes’s “re-mythologization.”
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Morocco: Sacred Power and Cultural Continuity

Morocco’s national symbols articulate a distinctive semiotic synthesis of
monarchy, Islam, and national continuity. The national flag, a red field charged with a
green five-pointed star, embodies centuries of dynastic and religious symbolism. The
red color, long associated with the Alaouite dynasty, denotes bravery, strength, and the
bloodline of the Prophet Muhammad, while the green pentagram represents Islam,
divine guidance, and the Seal of Solomon. This chromatic and geometric harmony
constructs what Barthes might call a “sacred myth,” wherein the flag becomes a
signifier of divine legitimacy and monarchical stability (145). Morocco’s anthem,
Hymne Cheérifien, complements this symbolism by invoking loyalty to the throne and
reverence for divine order, aligning the state with both spiritual authority and
historical continuity. Through these symbols, Morocco performs what Edward Said
describes as “cultural continuity,” the preservation of precolonial heritage within a
postcolonial political framework (217).

(Flag of Morocco, Wikipedia) (Coat of arms of Morocco, Wikipedia)

The Moroccan coat of arms reinforces this message through intricate
iconography. It features a green pentagram on a red background, a rising sun over the
Atlas Mountains, two lions as supporters, and the motto “If you glorify God, He will
glorify you.” Each element operates as a signifier of sacred power, divine justice, and
national endurance. While Morocco’s monarchical system has faced pressures of
modernization and democratization, the persistence of these symbols underscores the
resilience of traditional authority. From a semiotic perspective, Morocco exemplifies
how postcolonial identity can be articulated not through rupture but through
continuity, translating ancient religious and dynastic codes into the language of
modern nationalism. This symbolic continuity functions as a counterpoint to the
ruptures evident in Nigeria and Kenya, suggesting that postcolonial semiotics can also
sustain conservative ideologies of legitimacy and divine sovereignty.
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South Africa: The Rainbow Myth and the Semiotics of Reconciliation

(Flag of South Africa, Wikipedia) (Coat of arms of South Africa, Wikipedia)

South Africa’s national symbols represent one of the most ambitious semiotic
projects in modern African history—the attempt to construct a collective identity from
the fragments of apartheid. The post-1994 flag, designed by Frederick Brownell,
features six colours arranged in a converging “Y” pattern symbolizing unity in
diversity. Each colour carries historical connotations: black, green, and yellow from
the African National Congress; red, white, and blue from colonial and Boer traditions.
Denotatively, the flag signifies reconciliation between former adversaries.
Connotatively, it functions as what Barthes would call a “myth of unity,” naturalizing
the idea of the “rainbow nation” (147). Yet, as Achille Mbembe argues, the promise of
post-apartheid harmony remains deeply entangled with the persistence of inequality
and racial tension (52). The flag’s polysemic character allows it to embody both pride
and critique—celebrated at sporting events yet subverted in protest art and
performance.

The national anthem, combining elements from “Nkosi Sikelel” iAfrika” and
“Die Stem van Suid-Afrika,” exemplifies semiotic hybridity. Sung in multiple
languages—Xhosa, Zulu, Sesotho, Afrikaans, and English—it manifests inclusivity
while also encoding tension. The anthem’s linguistic layering performs what Homi
Bhabha calls the “third space” of cultural negotiation, where difference is neither
erased nor homogenized (218). Similarly, the coat of arms introduced in 2000
integrates San rock art imagery and the motto “!ke e: /xarra //ke,” meaning “diverse
people unite,” written in the extinct Khoisan language. This linguistic choice
symbolizes a conscious effort to recover indigenous heritage within the framework of
a modern, pluralist democracy. However, as with Nigeria’s flag and Kenya’s anthem,
these symbols have undergone re-semiotisation in the context of post-apartheid
disillusionment. In protest art and political satire, the flag and anthem are increasingly
reinterpreted as signs of unfulfilled promises, exposing the dissonance between
symbolic reconciliation and socioeconomic inequality.

In sum, the national symbols of Nigeria, Kenya, Morocco, and South Africa
reveal a shared semiotic struggle to define identity, unity, and sovereignty in
postcolonial Africa. Through colour, language, and iconography, these symbols
construct myths that sustain the nation’s imagined coherence while concealing the
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contradictions of history and politics. Their re-semiotisation in moments of protest and
transformation underscores the fluidity of meaning in the postcolonial condition.
Semiotics thus illuminates how the nation, as both sign and discourse, remains a living
text—one that is continuously rewritten by its people, their struggles, and their hopes.

COMPARATIVE SYNTHESIS

Across Nigeria, Kenya, Morocco, and South Africa, postcolonial nationhood
reveals convergence and divergence shaped by colonial legacies. Each nation’s
symbols emerged within specific struggles yet reflect shared aspirations for unity,
peace, and sovereignty, mediating colonial history and postcolonial identity.
Comparative analysis underscores how visual and verbal codes embody dialogue
between inherited forms and emergent meanings.

Colonial histories play a decisive role in shaping the symbolic architecture of
these nations. In Nigeria and Kenya, British colonialism left behind not only political
and linguistic frameworks but also semiotic ones: the very concept of the national flag,
anthem, and coat of arms was modelled after European traditions of heraldry and
governance. Yet postcolonial designers indigenized these forms, embedding them with
local cultural and historical references. The green of Nigeria’s flag and the red of
Kenya’s both signify renewal and sacrifice—codes that resonate with liberation
narratives yet remain tethered to colonial constructs of national identity. Morocco’s
flag, though precolonial in origin, was reauthorized during the French Protectorate as a
sign of dynastic legitimacy, while South Africa’s multicoloured flag symbolises
reconciliation after apartheid’s racial hierarchies. Thus, across contexts, colonialism
functions not merely as an oppressive background but as a semiotic condition that
structured how symbols could be imagined, designed, and circulated in the
postcolonial present.

The tension between unity and exclusion is a defining semiotic contradiction in
all four cases. National symbols are conceived as unifying emblems, yet they often
conceal or reproduce social divisions. Nigeria’s flag of peace and agriculture coexists
with the reality of ethnoreligious fragmentation; Kenya’s colours of unity evoke a
history of anti-colonial struggle but are continually reinterpreted through the lens of
ethnic competition and political patronage. Morocco’s symbols, while projecting
cohesion under the monarchy, simultaneously privilege Arab-Islamic identity over
Amazigh (Berber) and secular modernist expressions. South Africa’s “rainbow nation”
imagery, once hailed as the epitome of reconciliation, has become a site of irony amid
persistent inequality. As Roland Barthes explains, myth operates by transforming
historically contingent signs into naturalised truths (142). These national symbols
function precisely as such myths: they present unity as an eternal essence rather than a
fragile and contested construction. Yet their power persists because they provide a
shared grammar of belonging even as different groups read them against the grain.

This shared semiotic contradiction—unity as both ideal and illusion—
illuminates the postcolonial dilemma of nationhood. As Homi Bhabha suggests, the
nation is not a fixed entity but a performative act, continually narrated and re-narrated
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through cultural signs (213). The flag, anthem, and coat of arms thus operate as
“performative texts,” through which citizens rehearse the idea of nationhood while
simultaneously exposing its incompleteness. The polysemic nature of these symbols
allows for both state appropriation and popular resistance. For example, Nigeria’s
bloodstained flag during the #EndSARS protests or South Africa’s flag inverted in
protest art exemplifies how symbols can be re-signified to challenge state narratives.
This process of re-semiotisation transforms national symbols from instruments of
official ideology into sites of counter-discourse, where citizens negotiate the meanings
of justice, belonging, and democracy.

Digital culture and activism have amplified this process of re-semiotisation,
marking a new phase in the semiotic life of national symbols. In the age of social
media, these emblems circulate beyond their institutional confines, recontextualized in
memes, protest hashtags, and digital artworks. Hashtags such as #EndSARS,
#FreeKenya, and #FeesMustFall exemplify how visual symbols; flags, mottos, and
colours become rallying points for transnational solidarity and critique. Through
digital mediation, the semiotic field of nationalism expands from the official to the
participatory, allowing marginalised voices to inscribe new meanings into old
symbols. As Umberto Eco notes, every sign functions within a “system of cultural
codes” that evolves with historical and technological shifts (65). In contemporary
Africa, the digital sphere has become a primary arena for the semiotic renegotiation of
identity, enabling what Achille Mbembe terms “the re-enchantment of the political”
through new forms of visual and affective expression (104). The postcolonial state no
longer monopolises the production of national meaning; instead, meaning is
continuously contested across digital platforms where citizens engage in the active re-
creation of symbolic identity.

FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS

The comparative semiotic analysis demonstrates that national symbols in
postcolonial Africa contain multiple and often contradictory layers of meaning. On
one level, they communicate official narratives of unity, peace, and progress; on
another, they expose the fractures that challenge these ideals. This coexistence
highlights the semiotic complexity and instability of postcolonial identity. Symbols
such as the Nigerian flag, the Kenyan shield, the Moroccan pentagram, and the South
African rainbow are not fixed representations but evolving signifiers that mediate
between collective memory and national aspiration. Their changing meanings reflect
the shifting consciousness of postcolonial societies, moving from colonial subjection
to self-definition and from political idealism to critical self-awareness (Bhabha 145;
Barthes 142).

Semiotics provides a powerful lens for understanding the ideological
operations of nationalism in postcolonial contexts. Through the decoding of visual and
linguistic signs, semiotic analysis reveals how power functions through
representation—how the state constructs myths of unity and how citizens challenge or
reappropriate these myths. As Anderson argues, nations are “imagined communities,”
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sustained by shared symbols and narratives rather than material homogeneity (6). The
nation thus emerges as a process of ongoing negotiation, a symbolic dialogue between
competing discourses of belonging. This recognition is vital for both scholars and
policymakers because it shows that symbolic inclusion and recognition are as essential
to nation-building as institutional or economic development (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 42).

The implications of this study reach into the realms of education and cultural
policy. In many African states, civic instruction still presents national symbols as
sacred and unchangeable. A semiotic approach encourages reinterpretation, promoting
a more inclusive pedagogy that acknowledges diversity and contested history.
Integrating national symbol analysis into curricula can help students critically engage
with identity and representation. Similarly, policymakers may reconsider and redesign
national symbols such as flags, anthems, and monuments to reflect contemporary
realities of pluralism, gender equality, and youth participation. Such
recontextualization strengthens rather than weakens nationhood by grounding unity in
recognition and dialogue (Falola 19).

CONCLUSION

National symbols in postcolonial Africa are not static relics of independence;
they are living texts—sites of contestation, renewal, and re-signification. Each
emblem, from Nigeria’s green-white-green to South Africa’s multicoloured flag, tells
a story of aspiration, struggle, and redefinition. Through comparative semiotic
analysis, it becomes evident that African nationhood is not a fixed condition but a
dynamic and negotiated process, continually rearticulated in response to historical
change and social pressure. The same symbols that once represented liberation have
become mirrors reflecting the contradictions of postcolonial governance, and yet,
through their continual reinterpretation, they retain the capacity to inspire new visions
of solidarity and hope.

Future research should extend this semiotic inquiry into the digital and popular
domains where new generations are transforming the meanings of national symbols.
The proliferation of online activism, digital art, and global diasporic networks suggests
that the semiotic life of African nationalism increasingly transcends geographic and
political borders. Examining these re-appropriations will not only deepen
understanding of symbolic change but also illuminate how African nations imagine
themselves anew in the twenty-first century—through signs that are as fluid and plural
as the societies they represent.
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