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Abstract 

This study contributes to design history, graphic design scholarship, and postcolonial visual rhetoric 

by examining how Pakistani postage stamps from 1947 to 2025 function as state-approved design 

artifacts that construct and circulate national identity. Drawing on semiotics, Conceptual Metaphor 

Theory (Lakoff and Johnson), visual grammar, and critical discourse analysis (Saussure, Barthes, 

Peirce; Kress and van Leeuwen; Fairclough), the research analyzes a purposive corpus of stamps 

across four historical phases: early nation building (1947 to 1977), authoritarianism and Islamization 

(1977 to 1999), globalization and the digital turn (2000 to 2015), and contemporary pluralizing 

narratives (2016 to 2025). The analysis situates stamp production within Pakistan’s design culture, 

tracing a consistent visual vocabulary through which stamps reinterpret ideological claims about 

sovereignty, faith, progress, and unity. It identifies transitions from militarized and Islamizing imagery 

to more civic, humanitarian, and globally oriented design strategies, from propaganda to 

commemorative and heritage-based functions, and to pluralist themes of humanitarianism, education, 

environmental care, interfaith heritage, and women’s empowerment. By integrating semiotic, 

metaphorical, and multimodal approaches, the study demonstrates how form, typography, color, and 

composition operate as visual encodings of ideology. Across all phases, stamps function as miniature 

archives and design interventions that reflect and shape official discourse, binding citizens into an 

imagined community through recurring symbols and cohesive visual systems. 

Keywords: Postcolonial Visual Culture, Graphic Design, Postage Stamp Design, Semiotics, Conceptual 

Metaphor Theory, Design History, Visual Communication. 

Introduction 

Postage stamps provide a distinctive perspective for examining how design functions as an 

instrument of state ideology. As small scale yet widely circulated artifacts, they merge graphic 

design with political communication, translating abstract notions of nationhood into tangible 

visual expression. Within this framework, stamps become visual texts that not only document 

history but also participate in shaping it. This study investigates Pakistani postage stamps 

issued between 1947 and 2025 to explore how design elements have expressed evolving 

narratives of sovereignty, faith, development, and identity. Stamps are interpreted as deliberate 
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design interventions that projected the state’s self-image into everyday circulation, 

transforming routine correspondence into an arena of ideological communication. 

The research adopts an interdisciplinary theoretical framework that combines semiotics, 

Conceptual Metaphor Theory, visual grammar, and critical discourse analysis to decode the 

formal and ideological dimensions of stamp design (Saussure; Barthes; Peirce; Lakoff and 

Johnson; Kress; Fairclough). Through these lenses, the study examines how graphic design has 

reflected and constructed national identity across distinct political regimes and historical 

contexts. By analyzing composition, typography, color, and iconography, it demonstrates that 

postage stamps operate as visual instruments of nation building, translating political aspiration 

into design language. 

Despite their ubiquity, postage stamps have rarely been examined as intentional design artifacts 

within Pakistan’s visual history. While other forms of media such as film, advertising, and 

political iconography have received extensive scholarly attention, the philatelic archive 

remains an underexplored component of state-sponsored visual communication (Zaidi). This 

study combines design analysis with postcolonial theory to uncover how stamps encode 

ideology through form, composition, and metaphor. It contributes to the fields of design history 

and postcolonial visual rhetoric by demonstrating that postage stamps, although miniature and 

often ephemeral, constitute a coherent and revealing corpus of national design practice. In 

doing so, the study foregrounds design not only as aesthetic production but also as a language 

through which Pakistan has continuously imagined, performed, and revised its identity. 

Literature Review 

 

Stamps, Nationalism, and Postcolonial Identity 

Scholars of nationalism recognize that everyday artifacts such as coins, currency, posters, and 

stamps play a central role in shaping collective identity. Recurring national symbols in daily 

life help people imagine themselves as part of a shared community (Anderson). Postage stamps, 

as mass-circulated miniatures, epitomize this phenomenon. They embed state symbols within 

routine communication, thereby normalizing ideas of nationhood. Studies of material culture 

show that ordinary artifacts can reveal extraordinary insights into national ideology. The use of 

emblems, monuments, and slogans on stamps transforms them into visual instruments of 

political narration. Embedding state symbols in common objects naturalizes nationalist myths 

(Saigol). Stamps can therefore be read as cultural texts that encode social values, political 

aspirations, and national memory (Trammell; Brennan). The shared experience of viewing 

consistent imagery on stamps strengthens imagined communities by linking dispersed citizens 

through recognizable visual codes (Anderson). 

Postcolonial states actively mobilized philatelic imagery for nation-building. In South Asia, 

newly independent countries such as Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh used stamps to assert 

sovereignty, articulate developmental ambition, and mark cultural distinction. These designs 

often juxtaposed indigenous motifs with modernist visual vocabularies to distance themselves 

from colonial aesthetics. Scholars note that stamps served as vehicles of official messaging, 

functioning as miniature propaganda tools that broadcast ideological stability and progress 

(Cusack; Sharma). In this context, stamps are neither trivial nor decorative; they are state-

sanctioned design artifacts that continually reproduce and reinforce national narratives. 

Semiotics and Visual Grammar 

Because stamps are fundamentally visual signifiers, semiotic theory provides a crucial 

framework for understanding their communicative power. Ferdinand de Saussure’s model of 

the signifier and the signified explains how symbols such as the crescent or national flag 

acquire meaning only through shared cultural conventions (Saussure). A crescent and star, for 
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instance, signify faith and nationhood because those associations have been collectively 

codified. Roland Barthes’ distinction between denotation and connotation clarifies how a stamp 

depicting Muhammad Ali Jinnah or a hydroelectric dam may simultaneously communicate 

leadership and modernization (Barthes). His notion of myth further illuminates how repetition 

transforms such imagery into a naturalized representation of authority and virtue. 

Charles S. Peirce’s triadic model of icon, index, and symbol refines this understanding (Peirce). 

A monument functions iconically because it resembles the real structure; a soldier saluting 

serves as an index of patriotism and sacrifice; and a national flag operates symbolically through 

cultural convention. These layers coexist within a single composition, enabling stamps to 

condense complex ideological meanings into compact designs. 

The grammar of visual communication, articulated by Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen, 

extends this semiotic reading (Kress). Their framework highlights how spatial arrangement, 

framing, color, and salience structure interpretation. On the miniature canvas of a stamp, design 

hierarchy is critical: central placement signals importance, framing organizes hierarchy, and 

color communicates affect. The green and white palette evokes the Pakistani flag, green 

symbolizing Islam and white representing minorities. Typography also functions semiotically; 

Urdu script evokes cultural authenticity, while Latin fonts suggest modernity and global 

orientation. Because stamps integrate imagery, text, and color, they are inherently multimodal 

artifacts whose meanings emerge through the interplay of modes. A stamp commemorating an 

Islamic conference, for example, might combine mosque imagery, calligraphy, and national 

colors to reinforce religious solidarity and state endorsement. Through this multimodal 

interaction, design grammar transforms political ideas into visual narratives that are accessible 

to all citizens. 

Discourse, Power, and Ideology 

While semiotics and visual grammar clarify how meaning is constructed, critical discourse 

analysis explains why certain meanings dominate and whose interests they serve. All discourse, 

including visual representation, operates within systems of power (Fairclough). Postage stamps 

thus function as deliberate instruments of state communication. Their design and selection are 

shaped by institutional authority, determining which events, figures, or symbols merit 

representation. This process converts stamps into ideological texts that reflect and reinforce 

prevailing power structures. Discourse not only represents but also constructs social reality 

(Fairclough). Stamps depicting military victories or political leaders do not merely record 

events; they legitimize specific visions of heroism and governance. During General Zia-ul-

Haq’s regime, for instance, stamps featuring Quranic verses and calligraphy visually articulated 

an Islamized political order that aligned design production with ideological control. 

Viewed through the lens of Louis Althusser’s concept of the Ideological State Apparatus, 

stamps may be interpreted as miniature mechanisms of ideological interpellation (Althusser). 

Through their circulation in everyday transactions, they embed state narratives within mundane 

acts of communication. Each design, whether celebrating military defense, industrial progress, 

or social reform, communicates a particular vision of the ideal citizen and the ideal state. Under 

authoritarian regimes, the emphasis on soldiers, weapons, and faith projected moral unity and 

discipline. Under democratic governments, depictions of education, science, women’s 

empowerment, and humanitarianism reflected a civic rebranding of the national image. In 

every phase, design choices, what is included and what is omitted, illustrate strategic 

ideological positioning. 

Synthesizing semiotic analysis, visual grammar, and discourse theory provides a 

comprehensive interpretive framework for understanding stamps as rhetorical design artifacts. 

Pakistani postage stamps emerge as both communicative and ideological forms, transforming 
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graphic design into a site where power, identity, and belief converge. Through the circulation 

of these designed images, the state sustains its visual narrative, ensuring that even the smallest 

objects continue to shape the collective imagination of the nation. 

Methodology 

Research Design 

This study adopts a qualitative, interpretive design grounded in visual analysis. It treats postage 

stamps as designed artifacts that operate simultaneously as aesthetic compositions and 

ideological texts. The theoretical framework integrates semiotics, Conceptual Metaphor 

Theory (CMT), visual grammar, and Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) to examine how 

design, symbolism, and discourse intersect in the construction of national identity. This 

combined approach allows analysis of two interrelated dimensions: first, the formal visual 

structure of stamps, including color, motif, typography, and layout; and second, the ideological 

function of their imagery within broader historical and political contexts. Stamps are thus 

approached as both visual documents and design interventions through which the state 

communicated official narratives to its citizens. 

Sampling 

A purposive sample was selected to represent the period 1947 to 2025 and to reflect major 

political and ideological transformations. Sampling criteria included chronological breadth 

(early independence, military regimes, and the democratic and globalized eras), thematic 

variety (religion, politics, development, culture, and social reform), and design diversity 

(illustrative, photographic, and digital formats). Preference was given to commemorative and 

definitive issues that embody significant ideological or symbolic value. The corpus includes 

high-profile releases that illustrate recurring motifs such as the crescent and star, portraits of 

national leaders, and depictions of monuments, maps, and social initiatives. 

Data Collection 

High-resolution images were obtained from official Pakistan Post archives, philatelic catalogs, 

and museum collections. Catalog information provided details such as issue date, 

denomination, and stated purpose. Government press releases and historical records were 

consulted to establish the political and cultural context of each issue. This triangulation ensured 

the accurate interpretation of visual meaning and confirmed the intended communicative 

objectives behind each design. 

Analytical Procedure 

The analysis followed a systematic sequence to ensure methodological rigor and theoretical 

integration. 

1. Descriptive Inventory: Each stamp was described in terms of its visual features: 

subjects, iconography, color palette, inscriptions, typography, and compositional 

layout. This descriptive stage established the factual basis for interpretation. 

2. Semiotic Decoding: Following Saussure, Barthes, and Peirce, stamps were analyzed 

for denotation (literal representation) and connotation (associated meaning). Peirce’s 

triadic model of icon, index, and symbol was applied to identify the visual mechanisms 

through which meaning was generated. For example, a portrait of Muhammad Ali 

Jinnah denotes the founder himself but connotes authority, leadership, and legitimacy. 

3. Conceptual Metaphor Analysis: Using the framework of Lakoff and Johnson, visual 

metaphors were identified to explain how abstract concepts such as unity, progress, and 

faith are represented through concrete images. Architectural and natural symbols, such 

as bridges, trees, or dams, were read as metaphors of growth, stability, and nation-

building. This step revealed how metaphorical reasoning operates within visual design 

to make ideology perceptible. 
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4. Visual Grammar Analysis: Based on Kress and van Leeuwen’s model, stamps were 

examined for how compositional structure, color contrast, framing, and salience guide 

interpretation. Spatial hierarchies, bilingual typography, and chromatic cues were 

assessed for their role in directing attention and constructing symbolic authority. For 

instance, the central placement of a monument or leader indicates ideological 

prominence and state endorsement. 

5. Contextual Discourse Analysis: Each stamp was contextualized within the historical 

and political environment of its release. Drawing on Fairclough’s CDA, this phase 

investigated how visual forms reflect or reinforce dominant discourses, including 

Islamization, modernization, and globalization. For example, stamps issued during 

General Zia ul Haq’s period were interpreted through the discourse of Islamization, 

while those from democratic governments were examined for their alignment with civic 

and global themes. 

6. Comparative Synthesis: Findings were compared across decades and themes to 

identify continuity and transformation in design strategies. Recurring motifs such as 

flags, calligraphy, or monuments were cataloged to trace persistent semiotic 

vocabularies, while shifts toward humanitarian and global imagery signaled ideological 

evolution. This comparative synthesis allowed a diachronic understanding of how 

design has mediated Pakistan’s nation-building project. 

Design as Analytical Lens 

Design is treated in this study as both a methodological tool and an object of interpretation. 

Formal attributes such as composition, typography, and color are not analyzed merely for 

aesthetics but as communicative strategies that convey meaning. This approach aligns with 

Frascara’s view of communication design as the organization of meaning through visual form. 

Each stamp is understood as the outcome of design decisions that encode ideological messages 

through visual clarity, balance, and emphasis. By situating graphic design analysis within 

semiotic and discursive frameworks, the study demonstrates that designed artifacts such as 

stamps operate as vehicles of persuasion, identity formation, and cultural continuity. 

Reliability and Reflexivity 

Because the study relies on publicly accessible materials, no ethical clearance was required. 

Interpretive accuracy was ensured through cross-referencing multiple philatelic sources and 

academic literature on Pakistani visual culture. Reflexivity was maintained throughout the 

process by acknowledging the researcher’s position as a design scholar and practitioner. The 

interpretive stance is therefore critical rather than purely descriptive, emphasizing the 

constructed nature of meaning within visual communication. 

Findings 

Early Nation-Building (1947 to 1977) 

The first three decades of Pakistan’s philatelic production reveal how the state used visual 

communication to consolidate a sense of nationhood. Immediately after Independence in 

August 1947, British Indian stamps were provisionally overprinted with Pakistan in Urdu, 

English, and Bengali (see Fig. 1). Denotatively these remained colonial issues; connotatively 

they declared a new sovereignty. The trilingual inscription suggested unity across both wings 

of the federation and visually asserted independence from colonial authority. As Anderson 

argues, such everyday artifacts helped citizens imagine themselves as part of an emerging 

national community (Anderson).  
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Fig. 1. Overprinted “PAKISTAN” Stamp (1947). 

 
Note. Overprints 1947 (Denomination: 3P, Color: Slate), (Denomination: 14a. Color: Purple), 

(Denomination: Rs.25, Color: Slate Violet). Source: Pakistan Philatelic Bureau Archives. 

 

By mid-1948, the new postal administration commissioned original designs articulating 

national self-definition. The Pakistan Zindabad issue by Abdur Rahman Chughtai presented a 

crescent-and-star motif placed above Lahore Fort with the national slogan below (see Fig. 2). 

A semiotic reading identifies the crescent and star as icons of Islamic heritage, the fort as an 

index of historical continuity, and the slogan as a metonym of collective pride. Barthes’s 

distinction between denotation and connotation clarifies how these symbols communicate at 

literal and ideological levels (Barthes). The centered composition, green palette, and Urdu-

English pairing positioned religion and culture as foundational while hinting at modern 

aspirations. 

Fig. 2. Pakistan Zindabad Commemorative Stamp (1948). 

 
Note. Lahore Fort. Color: Purplish brown. Denomination: 3Anna. Printed: 1948. Designer: A. 

R. Chughtai 

Through the 1950s and 1960s, philately reinforced unity and progress. Portraits of Muhammad 

Ali Jinnah institutionalized his image as national patriarch, transforming portraiture into a myth 

of authority (Barthes 70). Parallel issues celebrated industry and infrastructure. A 1962 design 

depicting the Tarbela Dam exemplified Ayub Khan’s “Decade of Development.” Its geometric 

style and sans-serif typography indexed modernization, linking technological imagery with 

state ideology (Peirce). 

War imagery followed. The Defence of Pakistan series of 1965 portrayed soldiers, aircraft, and 

ships in dynamic compositions (see Fig. 3). The design’s diagonals and saturated color created 

visual energy that naturalized martial readiness as a civic virtue. 
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Fig. 3. Defence of Pakistan Series Stamp (1965). 

 
Note. Salute to our Army (set of 3) 1965. Denomination: 7 Paisa, 15 Paisa, 50 Paisa 

After the 1971 secession of East Pakistan, Bhutto-era stamps sought reconciliation and 

constitutional legitimacy. The Birth Centenary of Allama Iqbal stamp of 1977 (see Fig. 4) 

foregrounded Iqbal’s portrait framed by elaborate Urdu calligraphy. Its focus on text and 

intellect signaled the ideological realignment toward Islamization that would intensify under 

Zia-ul-Haq. 

Fig. 4. Allama Iqbal Birth Centenary Stamp (1977). 

 
Note. The year of Allama Iqbal (1977). Denomination: 20p, Rs. 2.25, Rs. 3, Rs. 1.25, 65p 

Collectively, stamps from 1947 to 1977 established Pakistan’s core iconography, Islamic 

symbols, founding leaders, and developmental imagery, that visualized an ideal of “Islamic 

modernity.” As Hoyo notes, postage stamps act as condensed expressions of a nation’s 

imaginary (Hoyo 112). 

Authoritarianism and Islamization (1977 to 1999) 

From 1977 to 1999, postal imagery mirrored political shifts from military authoritarianism to 

fragile democracy. During General Zia-ul-Haq’s regime, philately legitimized state power 

through religious symbolism and moral pedagogy. The International Seerat Conference stamps 

of 1977 (see Fig. 5) depict the Green Dome of the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina framed within 

a pointed arch and bordered by vertical text panels bearing the inscription of the event. The 

restrained palette of beige, blue, and green, coupled with the architectural motif, conveys 

reverence and solemnity. The composition’s upward framing invites devotional association 

while maintaining visual austerity through minimal ornamentation. The absence of human 

figures underscores adherence to Islamic representational ethics, transforming sacred 

architecture into a metonym for faith itself. Within a multimodal discourse framework, the 

alignment of typography, architecture, and color functions as a semiotic system of piety and 

authority. In Peircean terms, the dome operates iconically as a sacred landmark, indexically as 

a sign of devotion, and symbolically as a declaration of Islam’s centrality in the state’s 

ideological narrative. The stamp thus materializes Zia-ul-Haq’s broader Islamization agenda 

by turning postal design into a mode of devotional governance. 
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Fig. 5. International Seerat Conference Stamp (1976). 

 
Note. International Seerat Conference 

The composition centers the word “Allah” within concentric bands of Arabic and English 

inscriptions, creating a radial hierarchy that directs salience to sacred text (see Fig. 6). The 

palette is tightly controlled and harmonious, which, together with the geometric symmetry, 

communicates order, reverence, and institutional gravitas. Semiotic reading leads to the divine 

name functioning as a symbol; as the core of national identity. The circular layout indexes unity 

among member states; the bilingual ring signals diplomacy and international reach.  

Fig. 6. 11th Islamic Conference of Foreign Ministers, Islamabad (1980) 

 
Note. 11th Islamic Conference of Foreign Ministers, Islamabad,” 1980. Denomination: Rs. 1 

In Conceptual Metaphor terms, sanctity is center, state is orbit, which maps religious authority 

onto political coordination. Within a discourse-analytic frame, the stamp operates as state 

pedagogy by equating Pakistan’s foreign policy leadership with custodianship of Islamic 

solidarity, thereby aligning governance with piety through graphic design. 
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Fig. 7. First Conference of Women Parliamentarians from Muslim Countries, (1995) 

 
Note. (Joint stamp) First conference of women Parliamentarians from Muslim Countries. 

Denomination: Rs. 5 

The 1995 commemorative issue for the First Conference of Women Parliamentarians from 

Muslim Countries (see Fig. 7) visualizes the intersection of gender, politics, and Islamic 

identity within Pakistan’s philatelic discourse. The stamp features portraits of Prime Minister 

Benazir Bhutto and her Turkish counterpart framed by floral motifs that evoke both femininity 

and renewal. The symmetrical composition and soft color palette balance political authority 

with cultural grace, translating leadership into an accessible visual metaphor of empowerment. 

From a semiotic perspective, the flowers function iconically as symbols of beauty and growth, 

while indexically linking to ideas of nurturing and continuity. The dual portraits encode 

solidarity among Muslim women leaders, situating Pakistan as a pioneer in regional gender 

discourse. Through a multimodal lens, the design integrates text, portraiture, and ornamentation 

to position womanhood within the moral and political legitimacy of the state. Conceptually, 

this stamp marks a departure from masculine and militarized motifs of earlier decades, 

reframing national identity through the lens of progress and inclusion. 

Globalization and the Digital Age (2000 to 2015) 

The first decades of the twenty-first century redefined the role of stamps as commemorative 

rather than communicative objects. In the post-9/11 environment, postal imagery addressed 

both domestic solidarity and international perception. These universal symbols positioned 

Pakistan within a global discourse of harmony, visually asserting moral alignment with peace 

rather than conflict.  

The 2015 commemorative stamp Completion of 50 Years of Safe Operation of First Nuclear 

Research Reactor in Pakistan (see Fig. 8) exemplifies a shift from ideological nation-building 

toward technocratic self-representation. The design features the reactor structure radiating 

concentric gradients of blue, symbolizing energy, precision, and safety. The geometric 

abstraction replaces human or religious imagery, signifying Pakistan’s aspiration toward 

scientific maturity and responsible innovation. Through a semiotic lens, the blue palette 

denotes stability and trust, while the atom motif functions as both icon and metaphor for 

controlled national power. The visual grammar of symmetry and balance conveys a rhetoric of 

institutional credibility, positioning design as a tool of modern identity and global legitimacy. 
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Fig. 8. Completion of 50 Years of Safe Operation of First Nuclear Research Reactor in 

Pakistan, (2015).  

 
Note. Commemorative issue, Completion of 50 Years of Safe Operation of First Nuclear 

Research Reactor in Pakistan. Denomination: Rs. 45 

The 2019 Kartarpur Corridor Inauguration stamp (see Fig. 9) marks a historic moment of 

interfaith diplomacy. The design juxtaposes the white domes of Gurdwara Darbar Sahib with a 

radiant sunrise, integrating saffron and green to signify peace and national harmony. The 

composition’s open horizon metaphorically represents cross-border reconciliation. From a 

multimodal perspective, the architectural rendering functions as a visual metaphor for 

permeability and mutual respect. This stamp transforms design into a gesture of soft power, 

projecting Pakistan’s image as a pluralistic and tolerant state. 

Fig. 9. Inauguration of the Kartarpur Corridor, (2019).  

 
Note. Inauguration of the Kartarpur Corridor, (2019). Denomination: 550 

The Diamond Jubilee of Pakistan commemorative series of 2022 (see Fig. 10) marks seventy-

five years of independence through a synthesis of heritage and modern design language. The 

stamps integrate the numeral “75” with the national flag, map, and Minar-e-Pakistan, forming 

a cohesive triad of identity, territory, and memory. The visual field employs a luminous green 

palette framed by decorative motifs, signifying renewal and continuity. The repetition of the 

anniversary number across designs reinforces the temporality of national endurance. Semiotic 

interpretation reveals that the Minar functions iconically as a monument, indexically as a 

historical reminder, and symbolically as an enduring emblem of sovereignty. The geometric 

precision of layout and typographic clarity translate nostalgia into a forward-looking aesthetic. 

Within the framework of Conceptual Metaphor Theory, the composition metaphorically 

equates the nation with growth and endurance, positioning the Jubilee not only as 

commemoration but as reassertion of Pakistan’s resilience and unity in a global context. 
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Fig. 10. Diamond Jubilee of Pakistan, (2022) 

    

Note. Set of three, Diamond Jubilee of Pakistan, (2022). Denomination: Rs. 20 

The International Women’s Day 2025 commemorative series (see Fig. 11) presents a visual 

narrative of empowerment through portraits of pioneering Pakistani women: Fatima Jinnah, 

Anna Molka Ahmed, Bilquis Edhi, Marium Mukhtiar, and a classical representation of the Rani 

of Jhansi. Each stamp foregrounds the subject against minimal ornamentation and the recurring 

equality emblem, linking historical legacy with contemporary advocacy. 

From a semiotic perspective, the portrait functions iconically as likeness, indexically as tribute, 

and symbolically as a reaffirmation of women’s agency within the nation’s collective memory. 

The use of soft color gradients, clean typography, and vertical framing conveys dignity and 

visibility, transforming design into an act of recognition. Within the discourse of visual rhetoric, 

the series reframes patriotism through compassion, service, intellect, and courage. 

Conceptually, these stamps merge national and gender narratives, suggesting that the progress 

of the state is inseparable from the advancement of its women. 

Fig. 11. International Women’s Day (2025) 

 
Note. International Women’s Day, 2025. Set of five commemorative stamps featuring Fatima 

Jinnah, Anna Molka Ahmed, Bilquis Edhi, Marium Mukhtiar, and Rani of Jhansi. 

Denomination: Rs. 30 

Discussion 

Across all historical phases, Pakistan’s postage stamps have functioned as intricate visual texts 

that merge political ideology with graphic design strategy. They serve as what Stuart Hall 

identifies as “sites of representation,” where meaning is actively produced within systems of 

cultural power (Hall 15). As state-sanctioned artifacts, stamps represent a convergence of 

aesthetics, communication, and governance. Each design constitutes a carefully orchestrated 

composition in which image, typography, and color perform ideological work. In this sense, 

stamps are not simply instruments of communication but designed mediations of national 

identity, expressing the visual logic through which the state narrates itself. 

The evidence from the findings demonstrates that Pakistani stamps have continuously operated 

as Althusserian ideological apparatuses, materializing the state’s self-image through designed 

form (Althusser 145). Every philatelic issue functions as a visual system that translates political 

narratives into accessible graphic language. Color palettes evoke emotional resonance; 



 JOURNAL OF APPLIED LINGUISTICS AND TESOL 

Vol.8. No.3.2025 

 
         
                                

2713 
 

typographic pairings in Urdu and English signify linguistic and cultural unity; and recurring 

icons such as the crescent and star or the Minar-e-Pakistan ensure symbolic continuity. These 

formal choices align with the rhetorical strategies of visual communication described by Kress 

and van Leeuwen, where layout, framing, and salience guide interpretation and shape 

ideological meaning (Reading Images 56). Through this synthesis of design and discourse, the 

postage stamp becomes a microcosm of national branding, a portable visual identity system 

that reinforces belonging through everyday aesthetics. 

This dynamic confirms Hall’s “circuit of culture” model, in which representation, production, 

consumption, and regulation intersect (Hall 4). Stamps embody this circuit by merging 

bureaucratic production with public circulation. The aesthetic decisions of designers working 

within institutional parameters reveal how creative authorship and state control coexist in 

shaping collective perception. Each composition results from a visual negotiation between 

artistic intention and political directive, highlighting the embeddedness of design practice in 

ideological communication. 

The findings also affirm Benedict Anderson’s notion of the imagined community. Through the 

mass reproduction of consistent visual motifs, citizens across different regions encountered 

identical imagery and typography, forming a shared semiotic experience. This repetition 

established a visual vernacular that enabled individuals to imagine themselves as participants 

in a single national (Anderson 6). The stamp thus operates simultaneously as a communicative 

and designed object, mediating between macro-level political ideology and micro-level 

aesthetic experience. 

From a postcolonial design perspective, Pakistani stamps exhibit sustained hybridity in both 

form and content, reflecting Homi Bhabha’s concept of negotiation between inherited colonial 

design conventions and emergent indigenous aesthetics (Bhabha). Early post-independence 

issues adopted British modernist layout conventions but recontextualized them through Islamic 

motifs, Urdu calligraphy, and national color schemes. This hybridity produced what design 

semioticians term “cultural code-switching,” where local and global design languages coexist 

within a single visual field. The recurrent juxtaposition of sacred architecture with modern 

infrastructure, or geometric abstraction with calligraphic ornament, exemplifies a design 

discourse of mediation between faith and progress. In Barthes’s terms, repetition transformed 

these motifs into naturalized graphic myths that embodied the moral and ideological 

foundations of the nation (Barthes 115). 

The philatelic corpus also charts the evolution of Pakistan’s graphic design aesthetics over 

seven decades. The transition from the ornamental compositions of the 1940s to the modernist 

minimalism of the 1960s, followed by the didactic calligraphic mode of the 1980s and the 

digital gradients of the twenty-first century, delineates a visual history of national design 

sensibility. This trajectory parallels global design movements such as modernism, 

structuralism, and digital hybridity while retaining a distinctly local semiotic orientation. The 

adaptation of type, color, and composition demonstrates what Jorge Frascara describes as the 

“visual grammar of national identity,” wherein design mediates between modernity, memory, 

and ideology (Frascara). 

Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) further clarifies how stamps transform abstract political 

ideals into visual metaphors. The nation is represented as family, faith as protection, and 

progress as upward motion or illumination. These metaphoric constructions integrate 

seamlessly into compositional and chromatic design strategies, reinforcing ideology through 

form. In this respect, CMT complements semiotic and multimodal approaches by revealing the 

cognitive mechanisms underlying visual persuasion (Lakoff and Johnson 5). 
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Methodologically, the integration of semiotic, multimodal, metaphorical, and discourse-

analytic frameworks enables decoding of how visual design operates as ideological expression. 

Peirce’s triadic model elucidates symbolic logic; Kress and van Leeuwen’s visual grammar 

analyzes compositional syntax; and Fairclough’s discourse analysis situates these forms within 

socio-political structures. This interdisciplinary approach affirms the analytical potential of 

graphic design scholarship, demonstrating that designed forms both reflect and construct 

cultural discourse. As Carey Jewitt observes, multimodal analysis broadens the understanding 

of meaning-making by recognizing design as an autonomous yet socially embedded form of 

communication (Jewitt). 

The discussion also supports Maloney’s observation that stamps provide a comparative 

framework for understanding how nations use design to visualize ideology (Maloney). The 

Pakistani case extends this argument by illustrating how a postcolonial state employs design as 

a tool of self-articulation, blending civic symbolism with aesthetic strategy. For designers, the 

corpus presents a visual grammar of statecraft; for scholars, it constitutes an archive of 

ideological communication through designed form. Comparative studies of philatelic design in 

India or Bangladesh could further reveal how shared colonial legacies diverge into distinct 

national rhetorics of visual communication. 

Conclusion 

Pakistani postage stamps encapsulate the nation’s ideological and aesthetic evolution from 

1947 to 2025. Across this seventy-eight-year span, they have functioned not merely as 

instruments of postal exchange but as enduring vehicles of visual narration. From the first 

overprinted British Indian issues that proclaimed sovereignty to recent commemoratives 

celebrating humanitarianism and global citizenship, the philatelic corpus mirrors shifting state 

priorities and the transformation of Pakistan’s collective self-image. Each design, whether 

portraying leaders, monuments, or social causes, translates political aspiration into visual form, 

revealing how graphic design operates as both communicative medium and ideological 

instrument. 

The trajectory of Pakistan’s philatelic imagery demonstrates that visual identity construction 

has been integral to nation-building. Early stamps combined Islamic symbolism and nationalist 

motifs to signal rupture from colonial rule and unity through faith and heritage. The 

developmental imagery of the mid-twentieth century rendered industrial and infrastructural 

progress as visual rhetoric of modernity. Under military regimes, design served propagandistic 

ends, reinforcing order, authority, and moral discipline. The democratic and globalized decades 

that followed broadened this lexicon to include humanitarian service, environmental 

stewardship, interfaith harmony, and gender equity. Yet a coherent visual grammar persisted, 

sustained through the recurring use of green and white palettes, bilingual typography, and 

emblematic national icons. These continuities suggest that Pakistan’s graphic identity has 

consistently mediated between tradition and modernity within a shared symbolic frame. 

From a design-historical perspective, the philatelic archive traces the evolution of visual 

sensibility from ornate illustration in the 1940s to geometric modernism in the 1960s, to the 

textual austerity of the Islamization period, and finally to the digital clarity and minimalist 

compositions of the twenty-first century. This aesthetic progression parallels global design 

movements but remains rooted in localized semiotic codes. As Frascara observes, design is a 

social act that organizes meaning (Frascara). Pakistan’s stamps embody this principle by 

transforming political ideology into visual persuasion, demonstrating how state narratives are 

materialized through formal design systems of type, color, and composition. 

Conceptual Metaphor Theory further clarifies how these designs encode abstract ideals into 

visual metaphors: sovereignty as architecture, faith as light, progress as upward movement, and 
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unity as interconnection. Such metaphoric visualizations, supported by semiotic and discourse-

analytic readings, reveal the cognitive and ideological mechanisms by which design sustains 

collective belief. 

Although the functional role of postage stamps has diminished in the digital age, their symbolic 

and communicative potency endures. They persist as collectible artifacts, repositories of 

memory, and embodiments of national imagination. Even detached from their utilitarian 

purpose, they continue to act as semiotic bridges between governance and citizenship, ideology 

and everyday experience. The study reaffirms that graphic design is not merely decorative but 

constitutive of national consciousness. Through its capacity to combine narrative, form, and 

persuasion, design operates as a language of nationhood, constructing, legitimizing, and 

perpetuating shared myths of belonging. 

Ultimately, Pakistan’s philatelic archive reveals how the aesthetics of communication mediate 

between power and identity. These miniature artifacts demonstrate that design history and 

visual rhetoric are indispensable to understanding postcolonial self-representation. Paying 

attention to stamps is, in essence, paying attention to how Pakistan has visually imagined, 

narrated, and continually redefined itself. Their legacy affirms a fundamental truth about both 

design and culture: images do not merely document history, they participate in creating it. 
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