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ABSTRACT

In a nation where memory is contested and justice elusive, the cinema
exists as both witness and warrior. This study undertakes a screen
semiotic analysis of The Black Book (2023), a groundbreaking
Nollywood political thriller directed by Editi Effiong, to explore how
Nigerian cinema reflects and critiques the country’s turbulent political
economy. Anchored in Nigeria’s socio-political realities, militarism,
corruption, privatization, and elite impunity, the film is read as a complex
cinematic text that interrogates the architecture of state power and
moral agency. Utilizing screen semiotics as the primary methodology,
the paper analyzes rhetorical tropes, modality, mise-en-scéne,
camera work, narrative gaps, and auditory codes to reveal how the
film constructs a symbolic resistance to hegemonic state narratives.
The study draws from foundational theorists such as Barthes, Metz,
Hall, and Mulvey, applying their insights to African visual storytelling
traditions. Particular attention is paid to themes of justice versus
injustice, personal redemption, and institutional complicity, as well
as the film’s connotative use of symbols such as books, churches,
silence, and uniforms. This study positions The Black Book not only
as a cinematic achievement but also as a political act, an artistic
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archive of Nigeria’'s democratic contradictions, and a visual grammar
of resistance for its uncertain future
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Introduction

The political economy of Nigeria is characterized by an entanglement of chronic
corruption, entrenched elite capture, pervasive state violence, and an aggressive
turn toward neoliberal privatization (Mikai, 2016). Since its postcolonial transition,
Nigeria has been plagued by structural inequalities sustained by the misuse of state
institutions and the appropriation of public wealth by a narrow oligarchy. Successive
administrations, both military and civilian, have been implicated in practices that
undermine democratic accountability and citizen welfare. Agbiboa (2015) argues that
the instruments of coercion—the police, military, and security agencies—have often
functioned less as protectors of the people and more as enforcers of elite interests.
These realities of systemic dysfunction have long simmered beneath the surface
of Nigeria’s cultural narratives, increasingly finding expression in literature, popular
music, and in the medium of film. With this, cinema becomes more than a site of
entertainment; it transforms into a potent space for critique, memory, resistance, and
the re-imagining of national futures.

Nollywood, as Nigeria’s film industry, has evolved from its early preoccupations
with melodrama, morality tales, and folklore into a sophisticated apparatus capable of
interrogating the sociopolitical currents shaping the nation. According to Haynes (2006),
the once escapist tendencies of home videos have given way to politically charged
narratives that reflect the lived experiences of ordinary Nigerians under regimes of
economic exploitation and political betrayal. This trajectory reflects a broader global
trend where popular cinema engages with issues of governance, power, and justice,
employing the aesthetics of genre storytelling to dramatize complex political realities.
In this milieu emerges The Black Book (2023), a film directed by Editi Effiong and
distributed by Netflix'!, which boldly ventures into the underexplored thematic terrain of
institutional corruption, state complicity in violence, and the fraught quest for justice in
Nigeria’s decaying political order.

The Black Book distinguishes itself as a cinematic text not merely because of its
production value or narrative ambition, but because of its radical decision to confront the
very pillars of Nigeria’s failing political economy. At its core, the film dramatizes the moral
and physical toll exacted on citizens when the state becomes indistinguishable from the
criminal networks it purports to fight (Effiong, 2023). It tells the story of a bereaved father,
a former military man turned preacher, whose son is extrajudicially killed by police. As
he seeks justice, the narrative unfolds into a larger exposé of a deeply corrupt security
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apparatus, the commodification of truth, and the limits of redemption in a fractured
society. The film borrows the formal elements of noir, thriller, and vigilante genres,
but repurposes them as tools of political commentary. In this sense, The Black Book
represents a watershed moment in Nollywood’s political cinema, offering a narrative that
is simultaneously intimate and systemic, personal and national.

This study investigates The Black Book as a cinematic artifact that both reflects
and critiques Nigeria’s political economy. The research questions of the study are
as follows: How does the film visually and narratively represent the structures of
corruption, violence, and privatization in contemporary Nigeria? More precisely, what
semiotic strategies, rhetorical, visual, auditory, and symbolic, do the film deploy to
encode its political messages? In addressing these questions, the study adopts the
methodological lens of screen semiotics, which offers a robust toolkit for decoding
the meanings embedded in cinematic texts. This approach allows for a multilayered
reading of the film, accounting not only for what is represented but also for how it is
represented, and to what ideological ends.

Screen semiotics, drawing from Barthes (1957/1972), assumes that cinema is
a language composed of signs. These signs, visual symbols, narrative structures,
soundscapes, character types, and camera movements operate within a cultural
grammar that encodes meaning both denotatively (literally) and connotatively (implied
or culturally derived). By examining The Black Book through this lens, the study
examines the film’s synopsis as a structured narrative with symbolic layers; identify
key rhetorical tropes such as allegory, irony, and moral binaries; critique the modality
of realism versus hyper-reality in the film’s visual and auditory choices; and assess
how camera angles, shot compositions, and editing techniques manipulate viewer
perception. Moreover, paradigmatic analysis will be used to explore binary oppositions
within the film, such as law versus lawlessness, past versus present, personal grief
versus public injustice, while also attending to the connotations and denotations of key
symbols like the black book, religious icons, uniforms, and the shifting use of space.

The choice of screen semiotics is particularly apt for this study because of the
film’s heavy reliance on visual metaphor and stylistic construction. The Black Book
is not merely a narrative about corruption; it is a visual and auditory composition that
constructs the political as affective and material. For instance, the recurring motif of
shadows and dimly lit rooms not only serves a thriller aesthetic but also connotes the
opacity of state operations and the elusiveness of truth. Likewise, the deployment of
drone shots over industrial landscapes suggests the systemic scale of the corruption
problem, while the use of close-ups during moments of ethical reckoning personalizes
the cost of political decay. These are not incidental features but semiotic strategies
through which the film communicates a worldview, one in which justice is contingent,
memory is politicized, and the line between victim and perpetrator is often blurred.

Furthermore, the decision to study The Black Book in the context of Nigeria’s
political economy affirms the premise that culture and economy are interwoven
fields of power. The film does not merely reflect economic injustice; it critiques the
commodification of justice itself, the way access to truth, legal remedy, or even life
is often bought and sold in a marketized system of governance. In doing so, it invites
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the viewer to question the very architecture of the Nigerian state and the historical
continuities that sustain its violence, from colonial policing to neoliberal privatization.
This study aims to demonstrate that The Black Book is not just a cinematic success
but a politically charged cultural text that speaks to the enduring crises of Nigeria’s
political economy.

Literature Review

Political Economy of Nigeria

Nigeria’s political economy is shaped by a confluence of historical, structural, and
ideological factors that have consistently undermined democratic consolidation,
economic equity, and social justice. Scholarly engagement with this reality is anchored
in foundational political economy texts that show how postcolonial African states,
including Nigeria, function less as developmental states and more as arenas for elite
competition and resource extraction. Claude Ake’s A Political Economy of Africa
(1981) remains seminal in this regard. Ake articulates how colonial legacies birthed
a state apparatus in Africa that was not organically linked to the social contract but was
instead designed for exploitation. In the Nigerian context, Ake (1981) emphasizes that
the post-independence state failed to evolve into a participatory democracy; instead,
it was captured by a small ruling elite whose power was buttressed by corruption,
ethnic favoritism, and militarism. This framework helps us understand the enduring
dysfunction of Nigerian governance, where state institutions are hollowed out, and
where the political class instrumentalizes state power for personal gain.

Nnoli (1978) explores how ethno-regional identities have been weaponized by
elites in their pursuit of power and resources. Rather than fostering national integration,
elite actors have exacerbated division through patron-client networks, making
ethnicity a tool of political mobilization rather than cultural identity. Nnoli’s (1978)
insight is crucial to understanding how elite capture, particularly in the allocation of oil
wealth and state contracts, deepens inequality while masking itself under the rhetoric
of federal character and national unity.

Falola’s (1999; Falola & Oguntomisin, 1984) historical scholarship offers an even
deeper exploration of the genealogy of violence and authoritarianism in Nigerian
politics. He demonstrates that the genealogy of militarized governance did not arise
solely from colonial impositions, but rather from the intersection of British colonial
administrative structures with existing precolonial systems of centralized authority such
as kingships, emirates, and chiefly institutions. Importantly, these Indigenous systems
were not mere inventions of colonialism but long-standing political structures that,
under colonial rule, were often transformed into instruments of indirect rule through the
installation or co-optation of traditional leaders. In this sense, the “Indigenous systems
of centralized authority” refer both to precolonial governing structures that had their
own legitimacy and to the ways in which colonial administrations reshaped them,
sometimes by empowering compliant or “puppet” African traditional leaders, to serve
colonial interests. This fusion produced a hybrid political culture marked by coercion,
hierarchical rule, and militarized modes of governance. The long-term consequence of
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this hybridization has been the normalization of authoritarian rule, evident in Nigeria’s
multiple military coups, extended military regimes, and the enduring dominance of
military elites in civilian politics. The legacy of military authoritarianism is visible not
only in the coercive nature of the state but also in its disdain for accountability and
democratic norms. Omobowale and Olutayo (2010) add a micro-political dimension
to the structural critiques offered by Ake (1981) and Nnoli (1978). They examine how
political loyalty and patronage systems penetrate even the most localized levels of
governance. Public service appointments, contract awards, and budgetary allocations
are often determined not by merit but by allegiance to power brokers. This creates
a feedback loop of corruption, inefficiency, and citizen disillusionment.

Corruption in Nigeria is not merely incidental; it is institutional. Ekeh (1975) framed
this within the context of the “two publics” in Africa: the civic public (associated with
the state and viewed as morally compromised) and the primordial public (ethnic or
kin-based affiliations, seen as legitimate). Ekeh’s formulation illustrates how corruption
persists not simply due to greed but because the state itself lacks moral legitimacy
in the eyes of many citizens. When combined with neoliberal economic policies
introduced through Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) in the 1980s, Nigeria’s
political economy took a further neoliberal turn, marked by mass privatization, currency
devaluation, and deregulation.

Obi (2010) critiques these neoliberal reforms for entrenching elite power while
exacerbating inequality. Obi argues that SAPs hollowed out public institutions and
exposed citizens to market forces without safety nets. The retreat of the state from
the provision of social services did not produce a stronger private sector but rather
enabled politically connected individuals to capture and monetize public utilities. These
transformations restructured Nigeria’s political economy in favor of a kleptocratic elite
while marginalizing the majority. This corpus of literature forms the critical backdrop
against which The Black Book must be read. The film does not arise in a vacuum; it
emerges from a context where violence, corruption, and neoliberal privatization have
become normative.

Nollywood and Political Critique
Nollywood has evolved from being a purveyor of melodrama and moral tales into
a vital platform for political critique and cultural introspection. This transition is well-
documented by scholars whose works provide a balanced understanding of how
Nollywood functions as both entertainment and socio-political commentary. Okome
(2007) argues that Nollywood is a “vernacular modernity,” a space where traditional
storytelling techniques meet modern anxieties. Okome foregrounds the idea that
Nollywood films are not apolitical; rather, they serve as platforms where audiences
negotiate complex themes such as justice, power, and corruption. These films, though
often produced with limited budgets and outside formal structures, resonate deeply
with the Nigerian populace because they reflect lived experiences and unmask
systemic injustices.

Haynes (2016) offers a comprehensive mapping of genre developments in the
industry, highlighting how films have shifted from supernatural thrillers and family
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dramas to more explicit engagements with socio-political realities. He emphasizes
that Nollywood has become a form of political discourse, using genre frameworks to
narrate the dysfunctions of the Nigerian state. Haynes notes that even in stylized or
fictionalized formats, these films maintain a close fidelity to public sentiment about
governance and legitimacy. Jedlowski (2012) complements these perspectives by
situating Nollywood within a political economy of media production. He examines
how Nollywood’s informal structures allow for creative and political flexibility. Unlike
Western film industries that often sanitize or obscure political content, Nollywood’s
decentralized nature means that filmmakers can, and often do, engage with
controversial issues such as police brutality, judicial corruption, and state failure.
Jedlowski (2012) emphasizes that the politics of Nollywood are not confined to scripts;
they are embedded in its modes of production, distribution, and reception.

Adesokan (2011) introduces the idea that Nollywood filmmakers are postcolonial
intellectuals engaging in aesthetic resistance. He critiques the Western gaze that
reduces Nollywood to a cultural curiosity and insists that the political meanings of
these films must be read within the socioeconomic contexts of their production. This
perspective sees political thrillers as powerful cinematic texts that challenge official
narratives and reassert popular sovereignty through fiction. The Black Book builds on
and advances this tradition. It departs from the simplistic binaries of good and evil seen
in earlier films and instead offers a morally complex, aesthetically refined narrative.
It critiques systemic corruption not through melodrama but through noir sensibilities,
fragmented storytelling, and stark cinematography.

Theoretical Frameworks

The study of screen semiotics, which involves how signs and symbols convey
meaning in film (Sohlstrédm, 2018), offers a critical lens for decoding the visual and
narrative structures that underpin cinematic representations. Developed primarily in
the context of Euro-American cinema, screen semiotics has since been adapted by
scholars to understand the unique aesthetic and ideological underpinnings of African
cinema. This body of work, while borrowing heavily from the foundational insights of
theorists like Roland Barthes (1957/1972), Christian Metz (1974, 1982), Umberto Eco
(1984), Laura Mulvey (1975), and Stuart Hall (1980), has increasingly been reoriented
to accommodate the cultural, political, and symbolic specificities of African visual
storytelling (Figure 1).

Barthes’ (1957/1972) contributions to semiotics are seminal, particularly his
bifurcation of the sign into denotation (literal meaning) and connotation (associative,
cultural meaning). In African cinema, this duality of the signifier and the signified
of signs is critical to understanding how symbols rooted in Indigenous cultural
systems acquire layered meanings. According to Magee (2012), in many African
films, the presence of traditional attire, rural landscapes, or ancestral symbols
carries connotative meanings that resist or complicate Western interpretations of
modernity. Barthes’ theory of the “myth” as a second-order semiological system is
useful in African cinematic contexts where political narratives, such as postcolonial
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Figure 1
Elements of Semiotics
Signifier. Signified
(Word or image: "roses’) (Concept of 'roses’: romance, passion,
love)
Sign

{Relation or equivalence = 'passionate roses')

Note. Source: Barthes (1957/1972, p. 42).

struggles, resistance, or state power, are often encoded in culturally familiar symbols
that transcend their immediate visual representation. Metz (1974, 1982) advanced
screen semiotics through his exploration of how cinematic language mirrors linguistic
structures. Metz’s concepts of syntagmatic relations (how sequences of shots
produce narrative meaning) and paradigmatic structures (how choices of shots,
angles, and cuts reflect ideological selection) have implications for analyzing African
cinema. In African visual narratives, the syntagmatic organization often diverges
from classical Hollywood continuity editing, favoring episodic structures, non-linear
timelines, and extended tableaux that reflect oral storytelling traditions. Thus, Metz’s
frameworks must be localized to account for non-Western narrative logics and time-
space constructions that resist linear causality.

Eco (1984) introduced the concept of the “open text,” emphasizing that cinematic
meaningis notfixed butnegotiated betweentextand audience. This notionis particularly
apt in the African context, where films often function dialogically, addressing multiple
audiences across urban and rural divides, diasporic and continental spaces, and
literate and non-literate viewers. Eco’s insights help scholars understand how African
filmmakers embed polyvalent signs that allow for plural readings, often aligning
with Indigenous practices of polysemy and communal interpretation. For instance,
a single gesture or proverb might resonate differently among Igbo, Yoruba, or Hausa
audiences, reflecting a semiotic economy grounded in pluralism. Mulvey’s (1975)
feminist semiotics, particularly her analysis of the “male gaze”, provides a lens for
interrogating gendered visual regimes in African cinema. While Mulvey critiques the
objectification of women in Hollywood cinema, her framework invites African scholars
to ask how the gaze operates within African patriarchal societies, and whether African
cinema reinforces or subverts these structures.
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In films like The Figurine (Afolayan, 2009) or October 1 (Afolayan, 2014), one
can observe both reinforcement and subversion of gender norms through camera
techniques, framing, and narrative resolution. Mulvey’s theory thus prompts
a necessary gendered critique of African film, urging scholars to investigate how
visual pleasure, agency, and subjectivity are distributed across male and female
characters within African cultural frameworks. Hall’s (1980) theory of encoding/
decoding further expands the screen semiotic paradigm by emphasizing the role
of ideology and power in meaning production. According to Hall (1980), filmmakers
(encoders) embed preferred meanings into the media text, but audiences (decoders)
may interpret these messages in oppositional or negotiated ways. In African
cinema, this theory becomes essential when analyzing how films about colonialism,
corruption, or civil conflict encode political messages that may be read differently
depending on the viewer’s ethnic identity, social class, or political affiliation. Hall's
model (Essien, 2024) foregrounds the dynamics of reception, highlighting how
African audiences actively participate in meaning-making and may resist dominant
ideological frames offered by the film.

Applying these semiotic frameworks to African cinema demands both
adaptation and critique. African visual storytelling is often syncretic, combining
Indigenous performance traditions with global cinematic idioms. For instance, the
use of long talks, communal dialogues, music, and proverbs is not a mere aesthetic
choice but deeply embedded cultural signs that shape how meaning is constructed
and consumed. Thus, while Western semiotic theories provide analytical tools,
African cinema calls for a culturally grounded semiotics, what Ukadike (1994) refers
to as Indigenous film syntax. African screen semiotics contends with the political
economy of film production. Visual signs are not merely cultural artifacts but are
also shaped by conditions of censorship, funding, transnational distribution, and
audience expectations. As such, a semiotic reading of an African film like The
Black Book (2023) must also consider how its aesthetics and narrative choices are
informed by local and global ideological forces.

Film Synopsis and Contextual Background

Film Synopsis

The Black Book opens in Lagos, Nigeria, with the brutal abduction and murder of
a young man named Damilola Edima, a dedicated church worker and the son of Paul
Edima, a quiet and reclusive deacon. Damilola is wrongfully accused of kidnapping the
daughter of a powerful oil magnate, General Issa, and is summarily executed by corrupt
members of a special task force. This incident sparks public outrage and appears
to be part of a larger cover-up within the upper echelons of Nigeria’s security and
corporate establishments. Paul Edima, played by Richard Mofe-Damijo, is devastated
by the loss of his son. He has lived a quiet life for years, known to his community only
as a humble man of faith. However, this tragedy begins to unravel a long-buried past.
It is revealed that Paul was once a feared government assassin, part of a shadowy
paramilitary unit that carried out extrajudicial killings during the military regimes. After
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a violent past, he had renounced violence and tried to atone through a life of service.
The murder of his son, however, forces him to confront his former life and the ghosts
he thought he had left behind (Figure 2).

Figure 2
Title Image of the Black Book

Note. Source: https://www.netflix.com/nl-en/title/81 2

As he begins investigating the conspiracy behind his son’s death, Paul discovers
that the killing was not an accident. His son was framed to protect the powerful
individuals responsible for the actual crime. Paul digs deeper and finds that the murder
is connected to an old ledger, “The Black Book,” a secret document containing names,
operations, and secrets from the military era that could bring down the entire political
elite. This book, thought to be long destroyed, becomes central to Paul’s mission.
Haunted by grief and fueled by a sense of justice, Paul begins to track down members
of the task force involved in his son’s execution. His methods are calculated, swift, and
precise skills honed during his time as a government killer. Along the way, he crosses
paths with agents from his past, including former comrades who now hold powerful
positions in security agencies and corporate circles.

Meanwhile, a young investigative journalist named Vic Kalu becomes entangled
in the plot as she uncovers threads linking the government, the oil industry, and a string
of past political assassinations. She becomes a reluctant ally to Paul, helping him
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gather evidence and navigate the digital and bureaucratic layers of the conspiracy.
Together, they begin to piece a narrative that implicates top military officers, oil
executives, and politicians who profited from the violent suppression of dissent during
Nigeria’s transition to democracy. As Paul closes in on the Black Book and those who
want it hidden, he is pursued by a mercenary unit headed by a former intelligence
operative, Angel. This antagonist is ruthless, calculating, and deeply connected to
Paul’s violent past. Their eventual confrontation is personal and layered with years of
betrayal, regret, and suppressed anger.

Paul also revisits some of his former victims’ families, attempting to make amends
where possible, while acknowledging that his hands are not clean. His journey
becomes more than just revenge; it is a reckoning with his past. He is a man both
hunted and haunted, seeking redemption in a world where justice seems perpetually
out of reach. As the story reaches its climax, the Black Book is finally located. Within
it lies damning evidence that could expose the networks of corruption, extrajudicial
killings, and elite collusion. Paul must decide whether to use it as a tool for vengeance
or as a means to reform the system through public exposure. The film ends on a tense
and emotional note, as Paul confronts those responsible at the highest levels of power.
What he chooses to do with the Black Book, and whether justice is ultimately served,
forms the powerful conclusion of the story.

Contextual Background

The film’s director Editi Effiong, a technology entrepreneur-turned-filmmaker, enters
Nollywood with The Black Book not simply to entertain but to provoke national reflection.
His political and artistic motivations are firmly rooted in a desire to confront what he has
described as Nigeria’s “unchallenged culture of impunity.” In interviews, Effiong has
been explicit about his intent to expose the mechanisms of state-sanctioned injustice
and elite capture, drawing inspiration from real-life incidents of extrajudicial killings,
corruption, and state collusion in organized crime. This directorial debut is deeply
personal. Effiong’s lived experiences, growing up under military rule, witnessing police
brutality, and navigating the contradictions of modern Nigerian citizenship, inform his
cinematic language. The political context of the End SARS protests of 2020, which
mobilized youth against police brutality and the notorious Special Anti-Robbery Squad
(SARS), looms large in the film’s thematic architecture. Effiong’s (2023) The Black
Book, therefore, emerges not in a vacuum but within a lineage of Nigerian protest
cultures and media activism.

However, his approach to storytelling is aesthetically controlled and globally
literate. Drawing from Western thriller genres, films like John Wick (Stahelski, 2014)
and The Equalizer (Fugua, 2014) come to mind. Effiong localizes the tropes of action-
revenge to a distinctly Nigerian reality, embedding within the genre a critique of
political impunity, infrastructural decay, and the silence of memory. His use of Lagos
as a character, a chaotic, layered space where the past collides with the present,
reflects an understanding of urbanity and trauma. Through visual language, sound
design, and temporal shifts, Effiong stages a confrontation not just between a father
and the system, but between a society and its buried history.
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One of the most intellectually resonant aspects of The Black Book is its casting,
particularly the selection of Richard Mofe-Damijo in the lead role. Mofe-Damijo is not
merely a Nollywood icon; he is a symbol of Nigerian cinematic legacy, a face known for
romantic roles in the 1990s and one often associated with dignity, poise, and authority.
His embodiment of Paul Edima, an ex-military assassin who now lives as a church
deacon, thus operates on multiple semiotic levels.

First, Mofe-Damijo’s persona bridges the old and new Nollywood. His presence
signals continuity, memory, and a certain moral gravitas. Viewers bring to his character
their pre-existing assumptions about honor, masculinity, and redemption. As Edima,
Mofe-Damijo embodies both guilt and justice, he is a man haunted by the violence he
once executed on behalf of the state, though driven by the ethical imperative to avenge
his son’s death and rectify historical wrongs. The tension in his performance, calm
exterior masking internal torment, reflects Nigeria’s troubled silence over its political
past. Through his portrayal, the film reframes vigilante justice not as mere violence,
but as a moral reckoning with failed institutions. The supporting cast, such as Alex
Usifo, Sam Dede, Denola Grey, and Shaffy Bello, enriches the symbolism. Usifo,
a veteran of classic Nollywood, plays a powerful antagonist, projecting the enduring
image of unrepentant authoritarianism. Sam Dede, himself a legend of action cinema,
reinforces the theme of historical entanglement between state actors and underground
networks. Their casting is not incidental; it reactivates memories of Nigeria’s cinematic
past while mapping them onto present anxieties.

Moreover, the intergenerational casting strategy serves a dual function. It appeals
to both older and younger audiences, while thematically suggesting that the sins of the
fathers, and the complicities of the elite, are not distant history but living legacies. The
youth in the film, particularly the wrongly accused son, symbolizes the expendability of
innocence in a system where power is inherited, not earned. The Black Book arrives at
a time when Nollywood is experiencing a shift from melodrama and domestic intrigue
to political realism and noir aesthetics. It is part of a growing corpus of films alongside
King of Boys (Adetiba, 2018) and October 1 (Afolayan, 2014) that use genre storytelling
to critique Nigeria’s sociopolitical dysfunction. What distinguishes Effiong’s work is its
blending of sleek, Hollywood-influenced production with deeply localized ideological
concerns. His use of semiotic cues—military uniforms, Christian iconography, burnt
archives, government buildings—resonates within Nigeria’s cultural memory and
political unconscious.

Screen Semiotic Analysis

Rhetorical Tropes and Thematic Structures

At the heart of The Black Book is a rhetorical juxtaposition of institutionalized injustice
with the pursuit of personal justice—a dichotomy rendered not only in narrative
structure but also in the mise-en-scene, cinematography, and character development.
This opposition functions as a synecdoche for Nigeria’s broader political economy,
where the rule of law is often hollowed out by entrenched state violence, elite impunity,
and infrastructural decay. The figure of Paul Edima (Richard Mofe-Damijo) becomes
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an allegorical agent of individual agency set against the monolithic injustice of the state
apparatus. The execution of his innocent son is not merely a tragic event; it is a visual
signifier of the state’s perversion of justice and its manipulation of public narratives.
By framing Damilola, the state manufactures legitimacy for violence, drawing attention
to the state’s monopoly on narrative control, a concept explored in Hall’s encoding/
decoding model (Hall, 1980).

The rhetorical trope of the wronged father seeking justice resonates with audiences
across both class and ideological lines in Nigeria, invoking the collective trauma of
false accusations, police brutality, and state-sanctioned impunity. The film repeatedly
returns to the motif of silenced truth, whether through literal executions, redacted
documents, or complicit silence in the church and press, which mirrors the historical
suppression of dissent during military and post-military regimes. Thematically, The
Black Book presents a conflict between official state power (law, military, capital) and
unofficial justice (memory, personal ethics, vigilante action). By portraying Edima’s
violence as strategic and redemptive, the film complicates traditional dichotomies of
criminality and justice. It asks: Is violence justifiable when institutions fail? And if so,
who gets to decide? This echoes Fanon’s (2008) assertion that the colonized man
finds his freedom in and through violence, except here it is not the colonized but the
forgotten citizen fighting the neocolonial state.

One of the film’s most compelling thematic structures is moral ambiguity. Edima is
not a clear hero but a figure in search of atonement. The use of memory as a narrative
device, flashbacks, whispered confessions, aged photographs, and confidential
documents, builds a semiotic archive of violence, guilt, and trauma. These are not
merely personal memories, but public records erased from national consciousness,
now resurfacing in a symbolic “Black Book.” Edima’s quest is not just about revenge, it
is steeped in the rhetoric of redemption. His return to violence is conflicted, laced with
guilt and spiritual dissonance. The contrast between his roles as church deacon and
ex-state killer serves as an internal dialectic between forgiveness and retribution. His
transformation aligns with what Mulvey (1975) describes as the male gaze’s shift from
voyeurism to identification: the viewer is drawn into Edima’s perspective, making his
internal conflict a shared moral question.

Thematically, the film revisits the idea of buried truths, a direct commentary on
Nigeria’s post-military culture of collective forgetting. Edima’s resurfacing past stands
in for Nigeria’s unfinished reckoning with its violent history, its coups, its annulled
elections, and its assassinated journalists. The Black Book itself is a metaphor for
the archive Nigeria refuses to confront; it is both literal (a document of names) and
figurative (the unspoken history of state crimes). This rhetorical ambiguity is also
embodied in characters like Angel and the political elites. These are not flat villains;
they are ideologically coherent actors operating within a logic of realpolitik, invoking
Plato’s “noble lie” to justify their actions. Thus, the film’s world is not one of good vs.
evil, but of ethical greys, a postmodern condition in which all agents are tainted by
a system that rewards silence and punishes truth.

The Black Book does not function in a vacuum; it is heavily allusive. Through
characters, settings, and intertextual cues, the film references several real-life Nigerian
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political scandals, from the murder of Dele Giwa to the tactics of Sani Abacha’s military
junta, to the rampant corruption in the oil sector documented by Obioma (2012) and
Olujobi (2023). General Issa, for instance, functions as a composite character whose
visual appearance, speech patterns, and ideological outlook echo figures like General
Ibrahim Babangida and General Abacha. His obsession with controlling narratives,
suppressing scandals, and silencing dissent draws a direct line to Nigeria’s culture
of official secrecy. The execution of Damilola also subtly references the extrajudicial
murders carried out by the SARS unit, before its official disbandment in 2020, as
highlighted in Okibe and Essien (2025).

Moreover, the film indirectly critiques the complicity of religious institutions,
mirroring Nigeria’'s complex interrelationship between state power and spiritual
authority. The silence of the church in the face of Damilola’s execution gestures toward
the problem of moral ambivalence in elite religious circles, many of whom are deeply
entangled with corrupt political actors. The casting of Mofe-Damijo (a cultural icon
from the 1990s) as Edima is itself an intertextual commentary; it brings with it a layer
of generational symbolism, positioning him as a bridge between Nigeria’s military past
and its democratic present. His aged visage, measured tone, and physical decline
serve as visual metaphors for a wounded national conscience attempting to reckon
with its own sins. The Black Book thus becomes a cinematic allegory, echoing what
Barthes might call a “mythology,” that is a socially constructed system of signs that
conceals ideology under the guise of storytelling. It is a Nigerian mythology, built on
the fragments of failed nationhood, deferred justice, and memorialized violence.

Modality and Visual Realism

In the lexicon of screen semiotics, modality refers to the degree to which a text is
perceived as real or believable by its audience. Modality is not merely a matter of
technical realism but also of cultural plausibility, narrative coherence, and ideological
familiarity (Struever, 2006). In The Black Book, modality is meticulously constructed
through lighting, color grading, costume, architecture, and the mise-en-scéne to evoke
a visual realism that resonates with Nigeria’s fraught political and socioeconomic
reality. This realism is not neutral; it is ideologically encoded, drawing the viewer into
a world that feels both recognizable and symbolically loaded. Lighting in The Black
Book serves both an aesthetic and epistemological function. In the early scenes,
especially within institutional and state-sanctioned spaces such as police stations,
courtrooms, and military offices, the lighting is often harsh, cold, and fluorescent,
casting a pallid hue over characters and accentuating a bureaucratic sterility. This
creates an atmosphere of emotional detachment, reinforcing the faceless, mechanized
violence of the state.

In contrast, scenes set within Paul Edima’s home or places of worship are
rendered with warmer, softer lighting, symbolizing zones of moral introspection,
familial memory, and redemptive possibility. Here, lighting becomes a moral
signifier, a subtle semiotic tool indicating where humanity still flickers amid the
encroaching darkness of authoritarianism. Particularly notable is the way shadows
are used. In scenes of confrontation and memory, chiaroscuro lighting, a technique
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rooted in Renaissance painting and film noir, is deployed to create visual tension and
moral ambiguity. Edima’s face, often half-shadowed, visually encodes his double
identity as both executioner and father, villain and redeemer. In screen semiotic
terms, such use of light and dark constructs a modality of psychological realism, one
that captures the internal contradiction of a man attempting to navigate a morally
ambiguous political landscape.

The film employs a highly stylized color palette, where each dominant hue
corresponds to ideological undercurrents in the narrative. The prevalence of
desaturated earth tones—browns, greys, and olive greens—particularly in scenes
depicting state actors and corrupt institutions, constructs a visual index of decay
and ethical erosion. These colors are not accidental: they metaphorically connect
Nigeria’s postcolonial governance to its environmental degradation and material rot.
In contrast, symbolic colors, such as white and crimson, appear in moments of rupture
or revelation. The innocent Damilola, for instance, is first introduced in neutral, light-
toned clothing, suggesting purity and naiveté. His death not only marks a shift in the
plot but also in the film’s chromatic register: the subsequent visual tone becomes
darker, almost claustrophobic, signaling that the narrative has entered a morally
compromised terrain.

Furthermore, the occasional use of royal blue and military green in the attire
of political elites and state agents functions as a visual synecdoche for power,
surveillance, and institutional control. These colors carry strong connotative weight
in Nigerian visual culture, where uniforms are often shorthand for authority, violence,
or impunity. From Barthes’ (1957/1972) perspective, the color symbolism in The Black
Book transforms ordinary visuals into mythic signs: institutions wear the color of
death; victims are cloaked in light. The film’'s chromatic structure thus participates in
a semiotic economy of power and resistance. The mise-en-scéne in The Black Book
is meticulously curated to reflect the architectural and spatial reality of contemporary
Nigeria. From overcrowded police detention rooms to the eerily pristine homes of
political elites, the film oscillates between the visible poverty of the masses and the
opulent isolation of the powerful. This visual contrast shows the material unevenness
of Nigeria’s political economy, what Mbembe (2006) describes as the post-colonial
aesthetics of vulgarity.

The use of realistic locations such as Lagos streets, poorly ventilated government
offices, and half-finished construction zones grounds the film in spatial believability.
These settings are notgeneric or Nollywood-fabricated; they are textured representations
of everyday Nigerian life, imbued with political density. Even the props, tattered files,
broken furniture, and old typewriters signal the entropy of state institutions. Such mise-
en-scene builds a high-modality frame, making the world of the film cognitively and
culturally legible to the Nigerian audience. Notably, elite spaces are rendered with sterility
and emptiness, wide corridors, symmetrical furniture, and minimal sound, highlighting
their emotional and moral vacuity. The homes of power brokers are thus portrayed not
as havens of luxury but as echo chambers of ethical emptiness. In contrast, street-level
Nigeria is noisy, unpredictable, and congested, yet it teems with social vitality, a paradox
that reveals the disconnect between power and people.
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In assessing visual realism, one could ask: What do Nigerian audiences
recognize as “true”? Here, The Black Book performs a sophisticated ideological
mirroring, not of Nigeria as it objectively is, but of Nigeria as it is perceived by citizens
habituated to corruption, violence, and failed justice. The visual codes employed
resonate because they align with popular hermeneutics of suffering and survival. The
believability of violence, arbitrary arrests, torture, and assassinations is not rooted in
sensationalism but in national memory. These are not hyperreal projections; they are
semiotic echoes of known histories, some televised, others whispered. Thus, when
a journalist is threatened into silence or a cleric looks the other way, the audience
does not suspend disbelief. Rather, they recognize these as normal pathologies
of Nigerian public life. Even the film's moments of extreme violence, such as the
calculated killings by Edima, remain believable within a Nigerian mythos of moral
vengeance, where justice often bypasses the courts and plays out in the language of
retribution. This is not just cinematic license; it is a political aesthetic of desperation,
shaped by decades of failed institutions and privatized violence. In this sense, The
Black Book achieves a rare feat: it constructs aesthetic realism not by mimicking
reality, but by signifying it through shared codes of recognition, color, shadow,
space, and sound. The film’s modality does not lie in how “real” the images look but
in how ideologically truthful they feel.

Camera Angles and Shot Composition

In cinematic semiotics, camera angles and shot compositions are more than aesthetic
choices; they are semiotic codes that articulate relationships of power, emotion,
ideology, and resistance. In The Black Book (2023), Effiong’s visual grammar operates
within a politically expressive framework that mirrors the structural violence and moral
entanglements of Nigeria’s political economy. Every camera angle functions as
a statement about authority, guilt, vulnerability, surveillance, or entrapment, making
the film a highly charged visual field for semiotic analysis. The use of high-angle shots
in The Black Book is strategically deployed to position characters within an ecosystem
of systemic subjugation. Particularly when depicting characters who are being
interrogated, threatened, or falsely accused, the camera gazes down upon them,
invoking the panoptic logic of state power. These shots are not neutral; they reproduce
the spatial ideology of domination, where the institution sees all, and the individual is
subject to its penetrating surveillance.

In a pivotal early scene where Damilola is unjustly apprehended by security forces,
the camera rises above his frame, miniaturizing him against the imposing facade of
institutional injustice. This vertical demotion strips him of narrative control and places
him within a visual discourse of vulnerability. Through this semiotic lens, the state
becomes a looming presence, watching and manipulating from above. Moreover, such
high-angle compositions do not merely reduce the character’s size; they structurally
embed them within a grid of powerlessness, a visual language that Nigerian audiences
are intimately familiar with. The frequent use of drone shots or wide aerial views of
government buildings or detention spaces further reiterates the inhuman scale of the
state in contrast to the diminutive scale of the citizen. Semiotically, this reflects the
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asymmetry of the Nigerian political economy, where institutions have grown large
and unaccountable, while the populace remains both figuratively and literally under
surveillance. These camera angles thus perform a visual critique of state hegemony,
turning power into a spatial condition.

If high-angle shots articulate political disempowerment, then close-up shots serve
as the visual lexicon of psychological interiority, particularly during moments of moral
decision-making or emotional rupture. In The Black Book, close-ups are most frequent
during scenes involving Paul Edima, where the camera lingers on his expressions as
he navigates guilt, anger, redemption, and paternal loss. The face becomes a textual
site, a semiotic terrain where justice and revenge wrestle for dominance. For example,
in the scene where Edima is handed the titular black book, the camera cuts to a close-
up of his eyes, darting, reflective, shadowed. This moment captures a temporal
suspension, where time seems to slow and the viewer is forced into the immediacy
of Edima’s ethical crisis. The close-up here does not simply show emotion; it ethically
implicates the audience in the moment of choice.

Moreover, close-ups in The Black Book frequently dwell on non-verbal micro-
expressions: a clenched jaw, tear-filled eyes, and twitching brows, subtly communicating
what the character cannot say in a context where speech is often surveilled or
dangerous. These expressions carry emotive signifiers, mapping inner turmoil onto
visible cues. According to Mulvey’s (1975) psychoanalytic framework, the close-up,
particularly when gendered, can become a site of fetishization; however, in Effiong’s
frame, close-ups often subvert that gaze, granting subjects agency within their silence.
In essence, close-ups function as moral diagnostics, scanning the face to register the
weight of Nigeria’s broken justice system. These shots elevate private emotion to the
level of public symbolism, making the personal political and the psychological semiotic.

The use of long takes in The Black Book, especially in transitional scenes between
violence and bureaucracy, serves to emphasize temporal entrapment. By delaying the
cut, the camera invites the audience to dwell within oppressive moments, refusing the
catharsis of rapid narrative resolution. These extended takes create a temporal realism
where characters are forced to inhabit the same suffocating durations as real-life
citizens navigating the Nigerian bureaucratic nightmare. One striking long take follows
a widow walking through a government corridor seeking justice for her husband’s
murder. The camera trails her steadily, never cutting, as uniformed officers and cold
bureaucrats pass indifferently. There is no musical cue to heighten the emotion, no
dialogue to explain her grief. This ontological stillness mirrors the inaction of institutions,
suggesting that systemic violence often hides in procedural monotony. The absence of
cuts amplifies the feeling of futility, of a system designed not to respond. Long takes are
also used in choreographed action sequences, but not for stylized spectacle. Instead,
they simulate the relentlessness of violence. When Edima is ambushed in his home,
the uninterrupted camera movement creates a real-time urgency, denying the audience
narrative detachment. These shots draw attention to how violence seeps into domestic
spaces, implicating even the private sphere in Nigeria’s political crises.

In screen semiotics, such long takes function as symbolic repetitions: they visually
mimic the loops of bureaucracy, the delay of justice, and the stasis of political reform.
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The refusal to cut becomes an ethical statement, placing viewers in a visual cul-de-
sac that mirrors Nigeria’s entrapment within cyclical injustice. Together, the high-angle
shots, close-ups, and long takes in The Black Book form a visual syntax of surveillance,
emotion, and entrapment. These are not stylistic flourishes but ideologically loaded
compositions, constructing a cinematic grammar of Nigeria’s authoritarian residue
and moral ambiguity.

Paradigmatic Structures and Narrative Gaps

In semiotic film theory, paradigmatic structures refer to the set of choices filmmakers
draw from in constructing meaning, often shaped by intertextual norms, archetypes,
and narrative conventions (Burnett, 2022). In The Black Book, Editi Effiong invokes
and subverts well-established character paradigms to construct a political morality
tale that dramatizes the Nigerian political economy. These paradigms are not merely
literary tropes but semiotic anchors, they function as narrative signposts that help
the audience decode symbolic and ideological tensions between public corruption
and private grief, institutional dysfunction and personal morality. Simultaneously,
The Black Book leverages narrative gaps, those silences, ellipses, and omissions in
storytelling, to reflect the epistemic uncertainties of a postcolonial society, where truth
is fragmented, hidden, or selectively remembered.

At the center of the narrative stands Paul Edima (portrayed by Richard Mofe-
Damijo), the classic “fallen hero” archetype, a man with a violent past who seeks
redemption through the present. In traditional cinematic paradigms, the fallen hero
is often a disillusioned figure who straddles the line between morality and brutality.
In The Black Book, Edima is both a former state enforcer and a grieving father,
whose journey marks a collision between his past complicity in state violence and
his present pursuit of justice. The paradigmatic significance of Edima lies in how
his moral arc embodies the contradictions of Nigeria’s political class, many of
whom were agents or beneficiaries of past military regimes but now project civilian
virtue. Edima’s guilt is not merely personal; it is allegorical of the Nigerian elite’s
haunted relationship with its militarized past. His struggle for redemption serves as
an implicit acknowledgment of the systemic violence that enabled his rise and the
human cost it extracted.

In semiotic terms, Edima’s character functions as a floating signifier; his identity
shifts depending on his relational positioning to power: soldier, father, killer, seeker of
justice. This fluidity mirrors the unstable ethical frameworks within which postcolonial
African subjectivities are formed. The antagonists in The Black Book, senior military
officials, complicit businessmen, and government functionaries, are constructed
through the “corrupt elite” archetype. These figures represent more than villains; they
are embodiments of systemic failure, wielding power through violence, surveillance,
and impunity. Unlike Edima, they are unrepentant, often operating through shadow
networks and private militias. Their semiotic function lies in their opacity, they rarely
speak with full transparency, they occupy dimly lit rooms, and their speech is cloaked
in euphemism. This visual and rhetorical opacity mirrors Nigeria’'s own lack of
transparency in governance, where real power often lies behind closed doors.
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Furthermore, these elites are often detached from the consequences of their
actions, living in fortified mansions, issuing orders from behind security details. Their
spatial separation from the masses is a visual code of class insulation, illustrating
the disconnection between Nigeria’s political leaders and its everyday citizens. Their
character type is not unique to this film; it draws from a long line of post-independence
critiques, echoing Ake’s (1981) concept of elite capture. In The Black Book, Damilola,
the son of Paul Edima, occupies the role of the innocent victim, wrongfully targeted and
killed by a system designed to protect the powerful. His role, though brief, is crucial: his
death catalyzes the narrative and exposes the hollowness of institutional justice. As
a paradigmatic symbol, Damilola stands in for youthful hope, civic trust, and unfulfilled
national promise, a sacrificial figure upon which the sins of the father and the failures
of the nation are projected.

Invisual terms, his representation is clean, idealistic, and humble, emphasizing
his symbolic status as the “every Nigerian youth” caught in a machinery that treats
life as collateral damage. In Barthesian semiotics, Damilola is a mythic construct,
not because he lacks agency, but because he embodies a national trauma: the
routinization of injustice against the innocent. One of the most powerful narrative
strategies in The Black Book is the juxtaposition of the intimate (family, memory,
redemption) with the institutional (government, army, business cartels). This spatial
and emotional dichotomy creates a binary semiotic tension: the warmth of personal
relationships is constantly being intruded upon by the cold, mechanistic violence
of the state. For instance, the home, which is typically a space of comfort and
safety, is repeatedly violated by state agents. Edima’s domestic life is shattered
not only by Damilola’s death but by the intrusion of institutional vengeance into the
private realm. This disruption of domestic sanctity visualizes a broader postcolonial
anxiety: that in Nigeria, there are no safe spaces; the state is omnipresent, even in
one’s living room.

Conversely, state institutions are presented as depersonalized and abstract.
Offices, courtrooms, and military compounds are framed in wide-angle shots,
emphasizing their inhuman scale and lack of individual moral responsibility. These
spaces are rarely animated by empathy; instead, they are governed by rules without
justice. This contrast renders the personal sphere morally rich but politically impotent,
and the public sphere as powerful but ethically vacuous. Effiong’s camera often
cuts between these two spheres to highlight their incompatibility. A conversation
between grieving parents is immediately followed by a cut to a security meeting
plotting disinformation. This rhythm constructs a dialectic of human vulnerability and
institutional callousness, indicting the inhospitable structure of the Nigerian state.

A critical feature of The Black Book’s narrative is its use of gaps, ellipses, and
omissions, in other words, what is not shown or said. These narrative absences are
not signs of incomplete storytelling; rather, they are semiotic reflections of the opacity
that defines Nigeria’s political culture. Much like in real life, in the film, motives are
unclear, backstories are hidden, and justice is ambiguous. For instance, we are never
fully told the extent of Edima’s past crimes, nor are we given complete access to the
names and structures behind the titular “Black Book.” This narrative ambiguity serves
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to mirror the disinformation and partial truths that often circulate in Nigerian society.
As Hall (1980) argues, meaning is produced not only through presence but through
strategic absences, and here, silence speaks volumes. These gaps also allow viewers
to insert their intertextual knowledge, whether of real-life scandals, state atrocities, or
generational trauma. The black book itself becomes a metaphor for forgotten archives,
for truths too dangerous to speak. In this way, The Black Book performs a radical act
of epistemic provocation: it asks the viewer to search for meaning in the margins,
to engage with the ghosts of Nigeria’s political sins. The Black Book constructs
a paradigmatic narrative populated by iconic figures of postcolonial disillusionment,
the fallen hero, the innocent victim, the unrepentant elite, and orchestrates a visual
dialectic between the personal and the institutional, the known and the unknowable.

Connotations and Denotations

In film semiotics, the distinction between denotation (literal representation) and
connotation (implied meaning or cultural association) is essential to understanding
how objects, spaces, and silences operate beyond their visible presence. In The
Black Book, Editi Effiong orchestrates a highly symbolic visual vocabulary, drawing
on culturally saturated objects such as weapons, books, churches, and uniforms, to
interrogate the interplay between memory, militarism, privatization, retribution, and
truth. These symbols often function not merely as props within the diegesis but as
ideological markers that shape how the Nigerian viewer interprets power, morality, and
complicity in postcolonial society. Further, the strategic use of silence and absence in
key moments allows the film to transcend traditional exposition, producing a semiotic
economy of deferral and implication that reflects the fragmented and unstable nature
of truth in a traumatized nation-state.

Denotatively, weapons in The Black Book, from handguns to machetes, are
objects of self-defense or attack. However, their connotative function goes far deeper.
In the hands of former security operatives like Paul Edima, weapons evoke Nigeria’s
long history of militarized governance. They symbolize not only physical power but the
instrumental logic of the state, one that privileges coercion over legitimacy. There is
a distinct symbolic differentiation between official and unofficial weapons. When thugs
or private security personnel wield firearms, the viewer is reminded of the blurring
between state and private violence. It raises questions about who has the legitimate
right to kill, and whether the Nigerian state has outsourced violence to market forces
and vigilante figures. In this light, weapons become icons of privatized sovereignty,
pointing to a breakdown of monopoly over force. Moreover, when Paul returns to
violence, rearming himself, it connotes a reversion to a buried self, a reactivation of
an identity he had tried to suppress. Here, the weapon becomes a mnemonic device,
connecting present action to past complicity. lts presence always signifies that
dialogue has failed, that institutional trust has eroded.

The titular “Black Book” stands as the film’s central semiotic object. Denotatively,
it is a ledger, a record of names and crimes; simple, mundane. Connotatively, however,
it becomes a sacred archive, one that threatens to destabilize power by exposing
hidden histories. The book functions like a secular Bible of sins, suggesting that in
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Nigeria, redemption is not spiritual but evidentiary, tied to the availability and control of
information. Its symbolic potency lies in the fact that knowledge, in postcolonial contexts,
is both weapon and shield. The book’s very existence implies that memory is subversive;
to remember is to accuse. In a nation often marked by collective amnesia or selective
historical framing, the “Black Book” operates as a counter-archive to official narratives.
It evokes what Mbembe (2006) describes as the post-colonial struggle over who owns
history, the people or the elite? When characters attempt to suppress or destroy the
book, it signals an ongoing war against truth. Conversely, attempts to preserve it imply
that justice in Nigeria can only occur when historical memory is made legible.

Churches, as depicted in the film, carry dual connotative meanings. On one hand,
they are spaces of prayer, refuge, and moral guidance, representing the ubiquitous
religiosity of Nigerian society. On the other hand, they are sites of dangerous moral
passivity, where prayer is used to deflect from accountability. The church becomes
a symbol of societal paralysis, where spiritual hope delays political action. In scenes
where characters pray for justice rather than pursue it, Effiong critiques the substitution
of faith for civic engagement. The camera often lingers on crucifixes, altars, or hymns
not to elevate them, but to question their efficacy in a world ruled by violence and
betrayal. In these moments, the church’s symbolic function is inverted, it becomes
a space of palliative seduction, pacifying citizens into silence. This tension mirrors
a broader Nigerian condition: the co-existence of deep spirituality and rampant
injustice. Churches offer absolution, but rarely transformation.

Uniforms in The Black Book, whether military, police, or paramilitary, are not
merely indicators of occupation. Denotatively, they suggest discipline, state service,
and order. Connotatively, however, they symbolize impunity, coercion, and moral
vacuity. For many Nigerians, the uniform does not represent protection but a threat.
Effiong’s cinematography often places uniformed figures in low-light or backlit
environments, creating silhouettes that strip them of individuality. This visual strategy
presents them as avatars of an unaccountable system, not as human agents. Their
anonymity heightens their menace, suggesting that power in Nigeria is not accountable
to identity, but to hierarchy. In one telling moment, a young officer hesitates before
arresting an innocent man, and his superior demands obedience. Here, the uniform
becomes a symbol of moral erasure; once worn, the wearer must suspend personal
judgment. Thus, the uniform’s connotation is clear: it is the costume of structural
violence masquerading as state legitimacy.

Perhaps the most sophisticated rhetorical device in The Black Book is the strategic
use of silence and absence. Silence operates not merely as a pause in dialogue but
as a narrative signifier of trauma, complicity, and censorship. Long, wordless stares
between characters frequently communicate more than exposition could: regret,
moral recognition, suppressed histories. For example, when Edima is confronted by
a former comrade about past atrocities, the silence between them is not empty; it is
saturated with historical weight. In such scenes, silence is the site where words fail or
betray the truth. Similarly, narrative absences, characters whose stories are never fully
revealed, crimes never fully explained, and names never spoken, act as metaphors for
archival gaps in Nigeria’s political history. These absences invite the viewer to fill in
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the blanks with intertextual knowledge from real-world scandals and atrocities. They
resist closure, forcing an active, interrogative viewer, rather than a passive consumer.

As Eco (1984) asserts in his theory of the “open text,” such moments demand
interpretive labor from the audience. Effiong (2023) constructs a polysemic cinematic
experience, where the truth lies not in what is shown but in what is withheld. The
Black Book is not just a thriller; it is a densely symbolic text. Through connotative
layers embedded in weapons, churches, books, and uniforms, the film critiques the
architecture of state violence, spiritual abdication, and historical erasure.

Auditory Semiotics

In The Black Book, sound is not merely an accessory to the visual dimension; it is
an active agent in the film’s meaning-making processes. The auditory dimension,
which includes dialogue, ambient sound, score, and silence, functions as a semiotic
system that encodes ideological, emotional, and sociopolitical messages. Auditory
semiotics, in this context, refers to how sound elements communicate beyond literal
meanings, enmeshed with Nigeria’s political climate and the cultural idiosyncrasies
of Nollywood’s storytelling tradition. One of the most striking aspects of The Black
Book s its linguistic texture. The film oscillates between English, Nigerian Pidgin, and
Indigenous languages, a deliberate semiotic strategy that reflects the multilayered
social realities of Nigeria. Code-switching here is not a mere performance of
authenticity; it becomes a device that indexes power hierarchies, ethnic tensions,
and ideological dissonance.

For instance, English, the language of Nigeria’s colonial legacy and elite class, is
spoken predominantly in scenes involving politicians, military officials, and corporate
executives. lts cold, formal tone mirrors the bureaucratic distance and emotional
detachment that often characterizes Nigeria’s ruling elite. Bureaucratic jargon, replete
with euphemisms like “operational casualty,” “classified,” or “national interest,” masks
state violence and injustice, turning atrocities into procedural necessities. This mirrors
Althusser’s (2009) concept of ideological state apparatuses, where language serves
to reproduce dominant ideologies under the guise of neutrality. In contrast, Nigerian
Pidgin and local dialects are mobilized in intimate, emotional, and confrontational
scenes, especially those involving marginalized characters. Their usage brings
immediacy, authenticity, and affective proximity. The juxtaposition of languages, then,
becomes a paradigmatic structure, where the shift from English to Pidgin signals
a move from institutional discourse to personal, visceral reality.

Religious rhetoric is also deeply embedded in the film’s auditory fabric.
Characters invoke biblical language and Christian metaphors, phrases like “God will
judge,” “the blood cries out,” or “vengeance is the Lord’s,” particularly in scenes of
mourning or confrontation. This reflects the pervasive religiosity of Nigerian society
but also critiques how religion is weaponized as both a coping mechanism and
a discursive smokescreen for inaction and complicity. The recurring moral register
underlines the ethical complexity of justice, revenge, and forgiveness—themes
central to the narrative arc. The musical score in The Black Book is a meticulously
curated auditory thread that heightens emotional stakes while reflecting ideological
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undercurrents. In terms of modality, the score oscillates between diegetic realism
and non-diegetic affective enhancement, toggling between what the characters can
hear and what is meant to emotionally guide the viewer. Tense sequences, such
as chase scenes, interrogation scenes, or confrontations, are often accompanied
by minimalist percussive beats and dissonant strings, building a sonic atmosphere
of paranoia and urgency. These sounds evoke the omnipresence of surveillance
and control in militarized democracies. In moments of despair, such as scenes of
mourning or revelation, the score slows to a melancholic drone or ambient hum,
evoking Berlant’s (2007) cruel optimism, which implies the attachment to hopes that
are structurally unattainable in a corrupt system.

Of particular note is the use of silence between sound bursts, a sonic strategy
that enhances dramatic tension. Silence becomes a compositional technique, not
a void but a charged space pregnant with meaning. When the score drops out entirely
in emotionally heightened scenes, especially during moral decision-making or loss, it
emphasizes the gravity of choice and the emotional vacuum of injustice. The absence
of music in these moments mirrors the absence of institutional accountability in real-
life Nigerian politics. Ambient sounds, traffic, radio broadcasts, and street vendors
are not merely background noise but sociopolitical indexical. They remind the viewer
of the chaotic and layered acoustic environment of urban Nigeria, especially Lagos.
A recurring sonic motif is the low, almost imperceptible hum of generators in the
background, a non-verbal reminder of infrastructural failure and privatized basic
amenities. This auditory layer subtly critiques the effects of neoliberal policies that
have hollowed out public institutions.

Silence in The Black Book is not merely a lack of speech or sound; it functions
as a signifier of trauma, complicity, and resistance. The refusal to speak, the
muting of certain characters, or the absence of auditory explanation in scenes of
state violence signal epistemic violence, what cannot be said or shown because
the system forbids it. Michel Foucault’s ideas about power and the regulation of
discourse (as cited in Ricken, 2006), resonate here: what is silent is often more
politically telling than what is spoken. One particularly powerful motif is the silence
following death. In the wake of extra-judicial killings or betrayals, the camera
lingers in silence, not with melodramatic music, but with stiliness. These silences
are not emotionally neutral; they act as ruptures in the narrative, forcing the viewer
to confront the affective weight of systemic violence. In semiotic terms, silence
becomes a floating signifier, capable of absorbing multiple interpretations: grief,
injustice, guilt, or even resignation. Additionally, certain institutional spaces in
the film, like the courtrooms, military offices, and church pews, are acoustically
sanitized, devoid of natural sound. This aural sterility reflects the depersonalized
machinery of power and the loss of public voice in spaces that should, ideally, serve
the people. By contrast, the most truthful or transformative moments often occur in
noisy, organic environments: markets, homes, and streets, sites of resistance and
community memory. The auditory semiotics of The Black Book are central to its
critique of Nigeria’s political economy.
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Conclusion

The Black Book emerges not only as a gripping thriller but as a cinematic intervention
in Nigeria’s ongoing struggle with injustice, memory, and systemic failure. Through
its intricate narrative and semiotic layers, the film raises a sobering though reflective
question: Can justice ever be achieved in a system rigged from its foundations? The
film’s treatment of this question is neither naively optimistic nor entirely cynical. Instead,
it presents justice as a contested terrain, an aspiration often thwarted by militarism, elite
capture, and bureaucratic impunity, still pursued with fervor by individuals compelled
by conscience, memory, and loss.

In portraying a justice system fraught with violence, corruption, and selective
amnesia, The Black Book shows the enduring legacies of colonial authoritarianism and
neoliberal dispossession. From the covert military operations to the complicit judiciary
and private-sector corruption, the film paints a portrait of a nation where legal and moral
infrastructures have been hollowed out. However, in this bleak landscape, it offers
a glimmer of transformative potential, located not in institutions but in individual agency,
memory work, and acts of moral courage. The film does not suggest that individuals
alone can upend systemic rot, but it elevates personal action as both a counterpoint and
indictment of institutional paralysis. Nollywood, in this context, asserts its evolving role
not just as a vehicle of entertainment but as a critical medium for political commentary
and social resistance. The Black Book follows in the footsteps of earlier films that
grapple with power and its abuses, but it does so with a new cinematic language,
infused with genre sophistication, global aesthetics, and rooted local critique. In
documenting injustice while reimagining resistance, Nollywood becomes an unofficial
archive of Nigeria’s democratic contradictions. It bears witness to where mainstream
media often falls silent. It remembers the disappeared, it names the unnamed, and it
dares to visualize what accountability might look like, however provisional.

This is where the power of screen semiotics becomes indispensable. Through
modality, camera angles, symbolic signifiers, auditory cues, and narrative gaps, The
Black Book mobilizes a visual grammar of resistance. It does not just tell a story; it
constructs a semiotic battlefield where symbols like uniforms, churches, weapons, and
silence are loaded with ideological tension. The interplay of denotation and connotation
invites viewers to read between the frames, to recognize how the ordinary (a father’s
grief, a grave, a courtroom) is rendered extraordinary by its proximity to state failure.
This visual literacy enables a deeper engagement with Nigeria’s political realities,
beyond what is merely represented on the surface. Moreover, screen semiotics reveal
how the film resists hegemonic narratives. Where the state silences dissent, the film
amplifies it. Where official language conceals violence, the soundtrack exposes its
emotional weight. Where dominant paradigms normalize injustice, the framing and
composition question its legitimacy. In this way, the cinematic form itself becomes an
act of political subversion, a resistance not only in content but in method.

In the end, The Black Book does not offer a definitive answer to Nigeria’s political
crises, nor does it romanticize the path to justice. But it does compel its audience to
confront the uncomfortable truths of a nation where memory is contested, justice is
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elusive, and hope survives in fragmented but resolute gestures. It imagines justice
not as the restoration of institutional integrity, but as the recognition of suffering, the
honoring of memory, and the refusal to forget. In doing so, the film aligns with the
best traditions of politically engaged cinema: it critiques, it remembers, it mourns, and
above all, it resists. As Nollywood continues to evolve as a cultural force, films like The
Black Book mark a pivotal shift in the industry’s conscience and craft.
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