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Abstract 

 
 This thesis seeks to explore the fraught tension of bureaucratic history between 

Nigeria’s federal government and the government of Lagos State within. Through a 

linguistic analysis of non-standard writing embedded in the formalized language of the 

bureaucratic document, I find that the state-federal divide constrained specifically to 

Lagos and Nigeria emerges as a local force entangled with the global development 

apparatus operating in many postcolonial African nations. I bring historical context and 

anthropological theories of language, bureaucracy, and scale to this project to understand 

how bureaucratic documents produced at different levels of Nigerian government (the 

federal government and the Lagos State government) reenact the historical fractures of 

the nation.



Introduction 

This research originated in the singular fact that Lagos, Nigeria, is one of the 

fastest growing cities in the world, and is projected to be the most populated city on the 

planet by 2100. The first question I asked of this fact was this: How is Lagos planning for 

this populous future? 

 To conduct an ethnography of this while sitting in Walla Walla, Washington, 

USA, is ambitious. Pure ethnography, the kind of participant-observation found 

throughout anthropology’s history, simply can’t be done from halfway across the world. 

Instead I looked to publicly available documentation of ongoing development in Lagos. I 

started with the city’s built environment: housing, education, transportation, all in terms 

of infrastructure and its anthropological analysis. What I found led me down many roads, 

both figuratively and literally, until I became so deeply enmeshed within the bureaucratic 

entrenchments of Nigeria that I was forced to step back and reconsider the infrastructures 

that were around me. Bureaucracy itself is worthy of anthropological study, too, and I 

turned toward the documentation of development, as well as the converging and 

diverging histories of government and development in Nigeria. 

 Nigeria’s contemporary situation—one of fraught tension between formal 

development and the seedy underbelly of mass informal growth in developing cities—

traces back to the period between 1976 and 1991, when the federal government moved its 

seat of power from Lagos to Abuja, a modernist planned city. Developing Lagos in the 

decades following Nigeria’s independence had faltered. Leaving aside government 

transitions and civil wars—which, while important in the collective memory of Nigeria’s 
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citizens, fall outside the scope of this anthropological analysis—this government 

transition, the abandonment of Lagos (Immerwahr 2007), forced a divide within the 

state-federal division of government. 

 Anthropological perspectives on bureaucracy and “the state” often emphasize 

human roles by researching the effects of bureaucratic documentation on the ground 

(Hull 2012; Gupta 2012; Mathur 2015). My research takes a different stance, looking 

within the documents themselves for evidence of the human roles of often invisible 

writers. The authors of bureaucratic writing imbue the documents with ideology; this 

thesis illustrates that ideology and its historical basis, and begins to examine the role of 

the documents in Lagos’s infrastructural realities. 

Overall, my thesis responds to this question: how can we see formalized 

bureaucratic documents as products of specifically local, cultural contexts? So often these 

documents become relics of objectivity; even in some anthropological studies of 

bureaucracy, it is the gap between bureaucratic texts and their produced reality that is 

questioned, rather than the documents themselves. My argument takes Nigerian 

bureaucratic documents as a field in its own right, one in which history and local identity 

are negotiated by human writers. 

In Chapter 1 I discuss the relevant literature that informed my thesis. The 

literature splits into two groups with slight overlap: theory on bureaucracy and 

development, and theory on language and audiences. The first group helps define 

conceptions of “the state,” deconstructions of the unity presented by “the state,” and how 

development can be understood alongside “the state.” The second set of scholarship 

introduces linguistic anthropology to these studies of “the state” in order to understand 
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the standardized language of development and how close readings of bureaucratic 

documents may challenge that discourse. This chapter structures a framework in which to 

continue down well-worn anthropological paths in my own research, as well as finding 

areas to critique and develop. 

 Chapter 2 narrates the history of development in Nigeria with two points in 

mind. First, I highlight how, beginning with the British colonial administration and 

extending through the many postcolonial Nigerian administrations, the government itself 

became a fragmented entity. As a result, “the state” and its development projects have not 

succeeded as expected. Second, I bring to light the establishment of the international 

audience—a term I rely on in later chapters—as a neocolonial entity that filled the void in 

development left by the British in 1960. 

 Chapters 3 and 4 dive into the documents themselves. Using the framework 

developed in Chapter 1, I begin with the international audience as it emerges in Nigerian 

bureaucratic documents. I examine how the writers use specific linguistic traits—

“harmonizing” word choice, notions of objectivity, and the passive voice—to adhere to 

the standards of international bureaucratic language. I argue that this language creates a 

unified front that is presented at all levels of Nigerian government. 

 In Chapter 4, I push back on that unified front, engaging with the localized voice 

produced in the documents. This voice, and its address of local audiences, is constantly 

entangled with the bureaucratic voice and international audience, but a sense of 

localization tends to shine through the bureaucratic voice in appeals to “the people” and 

in retellings of history. Examining the entanglement of voice and audience allows me to 

reframe the scale of analysis toward distinctions within the localized voice. I find that in 
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federal documents, the localized voice extends its address to all Nigerians and presents a 

unified history of the nation. Alternatively, the Lagos State documents scale both space 

and history. The local audience for Lagos State is Lagosians; their history includes a 

fractured past with the federal government that is reenacted in the intimate language of 

the documents. 

 

The Documents 
 

In what Akhil Gupta (2012) refers to as an imagined state—essentially the vision 

of governance by a government, established through “particular imaginative and symbolic 

devices” (43)—the government must fuse differently scaled audiences. Gupta phrases this 

as meshing “the imagined translocal institution with its local embodiments” (2012, 100). 

My argument applies this study of audiences to the bureaucratic documents produced at 

the federal and state levels of Nigeria and Lagos State’s governments. Rather than 

focusing on everyday iterations of the state at different levels, I draw on what I term 

“unifying documents.” These documents are extensive and ambiguous; they tend to 

restructure already-published documents into a reorganized plan, in a sense “unifying” 

them. Bureaucracies at all levels of governments and institutions produce unifying 

documents. In Nigeria, unifying documents offer updates to incomplete projects in need 

of rebranding. Nigeria’s Vision 20: 2020 Economic Transformation Blueprint, and 

Lagos’s Lagos State Development Plan 2012–2025 both fall into this set of unifying 

documents. They set goals for the future—becoming a top 20 worldwide economy by 

2020 for the former, and positioning Lagos as Africa’s model megacity for the latter. 
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Other unifying documents either reproduce outdated bureaucratic documents or update 

progress on masterplan documents. Nigeria’s Highway Manual and Lagos’s Vision 20: 

2020 Implementation Plan fall into this category. These documents are also important in 

their contextualization of unifying documents. 

 Unifying documents, as opposed to the ubiquity of everyday documentation found 

in the ethnographies of Gupta (2012) and Mathur (2015), provide the researcher with 

access to a self-defined governing entity at a higher level. In these documents the scales 

play differently. Governmental bureaucracies can make broad claims and appeals to 

disparate audiences comprising both international NGOs as well as the citizens affected 

by bureaucratic practices. My analysis of these audiences focuses on reading the 

documents with an eye for the writers’ address of two separate audiences. Different 

readings of these documents produce different representations of government. Sections 

that address an international audience create a unified government, with objective 

conditions and a goal of progress that hesitates to recall historical issues. On the other 

hand, passages that address local audiences—the citizens of Nigeria in the federal 

documents’ case, and those of Lagos State for the state documents—attempt to appeal to 

the people, offering a more dynamic view of development and history. 

 At the federal level of government, officials divide responsibility for infrastructural 

administration across multiple ministries, departments, and agencies (collectively referred 

to as MDAs). The Highway Manual, produced by the Federal Ministry of Works in 

2013, acts as an updated version of the original Highway Manual, created between 1973 

and 1980. Its comprehensive reach encompasses ten volumes in a two-part manual, the 

first of which guides engineers and planners through the geometric design of Nigerian 
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roads and highways. The first volume of the first part of the Highway Manual stands in 

for a wide range of state documentation on how to construct infrastructure. Its five 

chapters deal with the philosophy of road building, the categorization and classification 

of road systems, elements of design, the structuring of junctions, and interchanges. In 

what capacity does this document help explain infrastructure development? The 

bureaucratic documentation of planning procedures and conventions provides insight into 

why roads are built the way they are. Reading these documents for their underlying 

assumptions tells the researcher how these roads came to be—and perhaps how 

undeveloped road plans did not come to be. Furthermore, the self-representation of the 

government and its administration includes how a limited aspect of the government 

defines both sectioned roles and the role of the institutional whole. 

 The Nigeria Vision 20: 2020 planning document refers often to itself as an 

“economic transformation blueprint.” Published in 2009 by the National Planning 

Commission after multiple forums, policies, summits, and agendas, the long term plan 

set a goal to promote Nigeria into the top 20 global economies by the year 2020. As a 

unifying document, Vision 20: 2020 serves to compile broad administrative development 

plans across social, economic, and environmental scales. Its five sections include “Vision 

and Development Priorities,” “Guaranteeing the Well-Being and Productivity of the 

People,” “Optimising the Key Sources of Economic Growth,” “Fostering Sustainable 

Social and Economic Development,” and “Building the Future: Making the Vision a 

Reality.” Each section further establishes the necessity for completing the 

implementation of the Vision. The document leans on MDAs and state governments to 



 7 

support this implementation, hoping to “adopt a decentralised approach” (NV20:2020 

2009, 12). 

 Within Lagos State Government documentation, I examine the Lagos State 

Development Plan 2012–2025 (LSDP) and the Lagos State Vision 20: 2020 

Implementation Plan. The LSDP was announced in 2014 by then Governor Babatunde 

Fashola. In his presentation of the plan, Fashola declared the plan’s implementation the 

most important task for Lagos State’s future, placing that future in the hands of those 

willing to develop the state according to the plan. The development plan works to 

concisely organize “all existing high level policy documents operational in the State” 

(LSDP 2014, xiii). It includes four “pillars” (Economic Development, Infrastructural 

Development, Social Development, and Sustainable Environment) split between 

“LAGOS TODAY” and “LAGOS TOMORROW.” The LSDP foremost places the 

state government as the authority on the development of Lagos. It stands in for the 

autonomy of the state. 

The Implementation Plan, alternatively, functions as a state document within 

federal documentation. Its role in government bureaucracy is that of the accountable 

document, a plan for implementing the federally produced Nigeria Vision 20: 2020. Even 

as it brings together Lagos State documentation and Nigerian federal documentation, I 

see the Implementation Plan as a result of tension rather than a product of coherent 

government. The Implementation Plan positions Lagos as the key to Nigeria’s economic 

development, directly pushing back on the historic abandonment of the city’s potential. 

As a response to the federal Vision 20: 2020, the Lagos State counterpart critiques the 

federal government’s inability to adequately develop Nigeria. The federal document 
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consists of hundreds of pages of writing; the Implementation Plan makes its written 

sections concise and relies instead on pages of statistics to provide an “objective” 

perspective on the implementation of the federal plan. 

Together, these four documents allow me to find specific linguistic examples of 

audience address and contextual traces of historical divides. To do so in an 

anthropological framework, I turn to previous literature on bureaucracy and development, 

as well as language, audience, and scale. 
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1. Literature Review 

Bureaucracy, Development, and Documentation 
 

“What can anthropology contribute to the study of the state?” ask Aradhana 

Sharma and Akhil Gupta (2006). “The state,” a concept that encompasses theories of 

government, nationalism, geography, and bureaucracy, has long been studied in terms of 

its political construction, its physical and ideological boundaries, and its impact on 

society. The state has been assumed, and the state has been interrogated. Anthropological 

studies often fall into the latter category, questioning the construction of the state and its 

practices (Gupta 2012; Sharma and Gupta 2006). My thesis continues in this 

anthropological vein of examination, connecting linguistic practice in state 

documentation to the historical roots of its production. 

The anthropological study of organizations and bureaucracy traces its history back 

to the work of German sociologist Max Weber. Weber brought together sociological and 

anthropological treatments of culture and the modern phenomenon of organizational 

office spaces. In his essay, “Bureaucracy,” Weber discusses general functions and 

organizations of bureaucratic institutions, as well as proposing his ideal structures of 

bureaucracy (Weber 2006). His work was informed by structuralist epistemologies—the 

knowledge produced by scientific studies of societies in which the structure is often the 

object of study—and “Bureaucracy” follows anthropological trends in breaking down the 

structure of bureaucracies, evaluating their hierarchies and rules, and tracing the 

development. State bureaucracy is intrinsically tied to development, which Weber claims 

“is one of the most important prerequisites for the possibility of bureaucratic 
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administration” (Weber 2006, 57). These structures organize workers and work 

efficiently and objectively, developing technically and rationally. For long after Weber’s 

writings, rationality was the dominant mode of analysis for bureaucracy. Recently, 

however, anthropologists have begun to question the rationality and efficiency of state 

bureaucracies. How can we bring modern ethnographic techniques and epistemologies 

into the contemporary study of bureaucracy? 

 Modern bureaucratic studies of the state often place the ethnographer on the 

ground alongside members of the populace affected by bureaucratic practices (Gupta 

2012; Mathur 2015). The objects of study that cross between the scales of bureaucracy, 

from ivory tower to the daily life of citizens, is often state documentation: written laws, 

legible lists, petitions, census forms, certificates, etc. In these studies, researchers can 

examine the difference between what happens at the invisible bureaucratic level—the 

production of documentation and meaning—and how the bureaucracy visibly interacts 

with people in everyday life. The documents act “not as neutral purveyors of discourse, 

but as mediators that shape … their relations with the objects they refer to” (Hull 2012a, 

253). Shifting the perspective on the state to its view from the ground up allows the 

ethnographer to “de-emphasize the state as the ultimate seat of power” (Sharma and 

Gupta 2006, 9), effectively leveling the field of study. In doing so, these studies critique 

Weberian bureaucracy in its objectivity and idealized form. 

 Nayanika Mathur’s Paper Tiger: Law, Bureaucracy and the Developmental State 

in Himalayan India (2015) asks how state officials enact laws and how citizens experience 

those actions. Mathur critiques bureaucracy by applying the metaphor of a paper tiger to 

Indian bureaucracy. She explains the paper tiger as it was employed metaphorically by 



 11 

Mao Zedong, who wrote, “in appearance it is very powerful but in reality it is nothing to 

be afraid of, it is a paper tiger” (Mathur 2015, 32). In her fieldwork in Gopeshwar, India, 

Mathur actually encountered a real tiger, and this event highlights the importance of 

bureaucracy to the modern state and its lived reality. When the tiger arrived in 

Gopeshwar, “the state appeared surprisingly incapable” (32). Bureaucracy’s inefficiencies 

were illuminated in the absurdity of the situation, as laws and documents were 

overshadowed by the public terror cast by the big cat. Mathur also critiques the supposed 

transparency of bureaucracy, a form of government that positions itself as objective and 

clear. Transparent documents in this study, however, obfuscate reality, “creating a crisis 

of implementation” (Mathur 2015, 90). Officials’ experiences differ widely from citizens’, 

and altogether, the materiality of bureaucracy on paper creates a state that divorces itself 

from reality through documentation. 

 Bureaucratic studies also illustrate the movement of material documentation. 

With less excitement and fewer tiger appearances, Matthew Hull’s Government of Paper: 

The Materiality of Bureaucracy in Urban Pakistan (2012b) focuses on how different 

forms of government documentation travel throughout a nation. Hull asks how people 

interact with state bureaucracy on a day-to-day basis. In this line of questioning, he 

addresses the origins and localities of several categories of documentation, from maps and 

masterplans to lists and petitions. Government of Paper develops and critiques the 

objectivity of the state, stating, “documents are not always the obedient tools of 

government” (Hull 2012b, 245). Instead, documents move through people, who fill out, 

sign, and send forms back and forth; sometimes these documents complete their 

processes, and sometimes they are lost. Hull also maintains that bureaucracy contains 
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specific social, cultural, and linguistic elements, and that these are expressed through 

bureaucratic writing. Some fraudulent forms, for example, contain the exact wordings 

from official documentation, “down to the vague and idiosyncratically ungrammatical 

justification given for awarding compensation” (Hull 2012b, 204). In researching this 

expression within government as well as outside of government—again, on the ground—

Hull attempts to understand how the government and its material forms enact 

governance in Pakistan. 

Another perspective on the inequities of bureaucratic practice takes the enactment 

of state power as intentional. Akhil Gupta’s Red Tape: Bureaucracy, Structural Violence, 

and Poverty in India (2012) examines “why a state dedicated to development appears to 

be incapable of doing more to combat the violence of chronic poverty” (279). The study 

links bureaucratic practices to Foucault’s concept of biopolitics, critiquing the 

encompassing view of “the state” taken by both Foucault and Agamben. Following 

bureaucracy through its documentation, dissemination, and practice, Gupta finds that the 

bureaucratic tendencies of different levels of Indian government create structural violence 

against the poor. He too connects the documentation practices to their practical effects in 

the lives of citizens. 

In his study of citizens’ everyday interactions with the government, Gupta also 

explores the concept of the imagined state. He writes, “This is exactly what corporate 

culture and nationalism do: they make possible and then naturalize the construction of 

such nonlocalizable institutions” (Gupta 2012, 100). The imagined state exists beyond 

the everyday experiences of the poor, however. The tenets of what Gupta refers to as 

“corporate culture and nationalism” entrench themselves into the government’s self-
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definition, seeping into bureaucracy at all levels. Unifying documents such as Vision 20: 

2020 and the LSDP are built on the production of an imagined state; they implicitly 

address the citizen audience with this imagination in mind. 

 

Language, Audience, and Scale 
 
 Bureaucratic texts may seem to act as one-to-one, direct references to the objects 

and people to which they refer. The anthropological goal of document studies is to 

critique the mediating role of these documents. Situating these documents as 

ethnographic objects allows us to see them as “constitutive of bureaucratic rules, 

ideologies, knowledge, practices, subjectivities, objects, outcomes, and even the 

organizations themselves” (Hull 2012a, 253). Documentation is an inherently human 

process—even when they are invisible and unrecognizable, the writers of these texts still 

exist—and the codes and conventions of bureaucracy are worth considering as products of 

human intention. 

“Bureaucratic language” is a common phrase to describe the jargon-laden, 

obfuscating, passive language of institutions, organizations, and governments. While 

bureaucratic linguistic practices seem to signal a formalized way of speaking and writing, 

it is necessary to examine these practices and their ideological workings to understand the 

construction of bureaucratic reality. Language affects social realities, emphasizing certain 

ways of seeing the world around us. The popularized views of George Orwell, who 

termed “doublethink” in 1984, and critiqued the “swindles and perversions” of modern 

English in “Politics and the English Language” (1968, 133), have disseminated linguistic 
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ideologies throughout the modern world, but the bureaucratic language of Orwell’s 

dystopias still prevails. This language must be critically examined. As Fowler, et al. 

(1979) write, “linguistic analysis ought to be a powerful tool for the study of ideological 

processes which mediate relationships of power and control” (186). How are language 

and ideology constructed? To whom does bureaucratic language speak? 

Charles Horn states, “the bureaucratic text is a site where bureaucratic discourses 

are realized” (1994, 73), pointing to the relationship between the words themselves and 

the wider frameworks within which they function. Unlike spoken language, which has 

been studied widely in terms of turn-taking and social dynamics to expose underlying 

ideologies, bureaucratic written documentation is “a highly channeled, highly 

conventional discourse” (Horn 1994, 76). The conventions of bureaucratic texts include 

claims of objectivity and legitimacy, coherence and univocity (Horn 1994). Bureaucratic 

writers carry out these claims through linguistic codes such as the passive voice and 

technical jargon. 

 Passive voice permeates bureaucratic language, maintaining a distance between 

the active speaker and the bureaucratic action, while also adhering to the conventional, 

coherent approach of bureaucratic discourse. A critical approach to this passivization, 

posed hand-in-hand with nominalization, questions this distance as an ideological 

construction. Billig (2008) identifies four ideological features of passive voice and 

nominalization: deleting agency, reifying, positing reified concepts as agents, and 

maintaining unequal power relations (785–786). Passive voice distances the bureaucratic 

writer from any responsibility in policy-reality gaps. As an example, “Government 

develops the nation’s economy” becomes “the nation’s economy is developed.” 
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Nominalization—turning verbs into nouns—only further hides the writer’s role in 

bureaucracy. The object, Billig’s “reified concept” (2008, 785), takes the active role; our 

example now becomes “development transforms the nation’s economy.” The language of 

bureaucratic documents creates buffers between the agents of change and the products of 

change. In passive and nominalized writing, “the object thus becomes focal” (Fowler et al. 

1979, 31), allowing the writer to further hide any underlying ideology in “denial of the 

mediating role of documents” (Hull 2012a, 253). The end result of passivization is the 

construction of two groups: “those who have [knowledge of underlying actors and 

regulations], and … those who do not have such power/knowledge” (Fowler et al. 1979, 

32). 

 Specific language styles can actively speak to separate audiences (Bell 1984). In 

the bureaucratic documents from Nigeria that I study, I have identified two key 

audiences: the international audience and the local audience. While often entangled, the 

identification and examination of how those audiences are constructed through language 

necessitates that they be formally separated. Put simply, the writers of bureaucratic 

documents “design their style for their audience” (Bell 1984, 159). This style is designed 

through shifts in linguistic variables such as voice and word-choice. Shifts in voice 

accompany shifts in the bureaucratic writer’s performed identity (Keane 2001); these 

identities change based on the intended audience of specific sections of the bureaucratic 

text. Keane defines voice as “the linguistic construction of social personae” (2001, 268). 

The interaction of multiple voices can signal unity between the voices as well as 

distinction between them (Hill 1995). Vocal multiplicity, like the interaction of voices in 

the Nigerian bureaucratic documents, can be better understood in terms of heteroglossia. 
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 Heteroglossia is defined by Ivanov as “the simultaneous use of different kinds of 

speech or other signs, the tension between them, and their conflicting relationship within 

one text” (2001, 95). Mikhail Bakhtin (1981) originally termed heteroglossia to discuss 

the entanglement of social voices in literature. His essay “Discourse in the Novel” engages 

broad definitions of voice, style, and language, using the novel as a starting point in 

developing a theory on the intermingling of the socio-ideological voices, in the author’s 

words, “double-voiced discourse” (Bakhtin 1981, 324). Nigerian documents use 

heteroglossia subconsciously, subtly embedding local contexts within the outwardly 

presented bureaucratic voice. 

Lastly, this study is a scale-making endeavor, both addressing and deconstructing 

local-global scales in their validity and limitedness. Studies in scale are nothing new in 

anthropology; to some extent, all anthropological work that examines “what is particular 

to the places and peoples we study, and what, if anything, is shared by humanity as a 

whole” (Carr and Lempert 2016, 5) is scaled from the cultural-specific to the human-

universal. Yet it is valuable to recognize the arrival of new theoretical exegesis on scale 

alongside its contemporary work on globalization. Susan Philips (2016) discusses the 

interdependent scaling of language, time, and space in different levels of Tongan courts. 

Dimensions of law between higher and lower courts are scaled accordingly. The use of 

English, longer lengths of trials, and wider jurisdiction belongs in high courts, while 

Tongan, brief trials, and small communities belong in low courts. The entire system is 

entrenched in a colonial history as well, scaling the global into the local in all courts alike 

(Philips 2016). 
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There are two sets of scales at work in my thesis. The first is the scale between the 

federal government of Nigeria, situated in Abuja, and the state-level government in 

Lagos State. My point in addressing this scale is to level it. While often the distinction 

between vertically-separated levels of government is one of hierarchical scale—the federal 

seat taking precedence over the state—the specific cultural and historical contexts of 

Nigerian bureaucracy place Lagos and Abuja on a horizontal scale. The documentation of 

the federal government considers Nigeria the driving force of economic and social 

development, referring to the entire nation when discussing the uplifting of society. 

Similarly, Lagos State documentation posits Lagos—both the city and the state, but not 

the nation as a whole—as the main actor in development. What is scaled between Abuja 

and Lagos is the acknowledgement of history. For the federal government, Nigerian 

history is Nigerian history, and the people and the government must work together in the 

name of progress. On the state-level, the Lagos State Government and the Nigerian 

federal government are separated historically.  

The second scaling exercise, which finds itself in both federal and state 

documents, is that of local and global audience production. This scale roots itself in the 

historical realities of Nigeria as a postcolonial nation, attempting to address its citizens 

alongside the international institutions and organizations that create development 

partnerships. Unlike my treatment of the Lagos-Abuja scaling as level, I interrogate the 

local-global scale of bureaucratic audience, asking how the audiences are produced 

historically and reinforced through recent documentation. The four documents in this 

study address separate audiences that scale similarly. The written language within these 

documents addresses these two audiences: typical bureaucratic language speaks to an 
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international audience, and writing about the people and the place itself (both Nigeria 

and Lagos) speaks to a local audience (Nigerians and Lagosians). 

Many ethnographies of institutional or bureaucratic language scale bilingual or 

polyglossic registers (Bernstein 2017; Phillips 2016). In these studies, code-switching 

signals shifts in the speaker’s voice “to inject formal, governmental situations with 

elements of intimacy and individuality” (Bernstein 2017, 38). The examples I find in 

Nigerian government documents work similarly. However, rather than exhibiting 

traditional code-switching, these examples simply find changes in voice and intended 

audience. The “code-switch” here is one of written tone, signaled through shifts between 

bureaucratic language and personal language. The scale of this language remains the 

formal/informal scaling performed by code-switching. 

It is my goal to show that the governmental divide between state and federal—

and the spatial between Lagos and Abuja—is the driving force in each faction’s self-

representation. In conjunction with recent anthropological theories on the state, I will 

recognize the strategies of representation that both Lagos State and Nigerian Federal 

governments employ to present a unified state. At the federal level, unification is 

ahistorical and fails to recall the 1991 transition to Abuja. In Lagos, however, this wound 

remains fresh, and history functions as a unifying aspect of the state. Bringing this 

historical perspective to the readings of bureaucratic documents produced at the federal 

and state levels establishes an understanding of the documents as products of dynamic 

human processes rather than static forms of singular government. 
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2. A Brief History of Development in Nigeria 

 

Figure 1: Map of Nigeria’s 36 states organized by region.1 

Government in Nigeria 
 
 The map above (Fig. 1) shows the 36 states that make up the Nigerian federation. 

In this thesis, I focus on two of these: Lagos, in the South West Region, and the Federal 

Capital Territory, also known as Abuja, in the North Central Region. The FCT is not 

one of the 36 states; like Washington D.C., it lies between federal and state 

administration. Officially, power in Nigeria’s government consists of both semi-

autonomous state entities and the overarching federal government. These governing 

                                                
1 Map found at 
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjSlKymt8 
HhAhXFv54KHTKAA4AQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.researchgate.net%2Ffigure%2
FMap-of-Nigeria-showing-the-36-states-and-Federal-Capital-Territory-FCT-
Abuja_fig1_260023562&psig=AOvVaw3c cPI1P_ople8cVX20Vrlf&ust=1554845036816436. 
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bodies work together to develop the nation and institute policy implementations. In 

reality, power is fairly centralized in Abuja (Bourne 2015), and corruption permeates all 

levels of government (Kohli 2004). Understanding the unification and fragmentation of 

Nigerian government requires looking to the colonial and postcolonial histories of 

development. Constant fragmentation within the parallel development histories of 

Nigeria and Lagos illuminates the neocolonial production of divergent global and local 

audiences. 

 

Nigeria’s Colonial Development 
 

Paradoxically, the fracturing of Nigeria’s government began with the 

consolidation of Nigeria as a state under British imperial control. Put simply, “before the 

British there was, of course, no Nigeria” (Kohli 2004, 293). Thus, in terms of the 

construction of a Nigerian government, history begins with the 1851 “bombardment of 

Lagos” (Mabogunje 1968, 107), although a true colonial administration—one that 

encompassed more than just the major port and its surrounding land—would not come 

until 1885, when Britain established protectorates in northern and southern Nigeria in 

the wake of the 1884 Berlin Conference and the scramble for Africa. On January 1, 1900, 

Colonel Frederick Lugard became High Commissioner of the Northern Protectorate; on 

January 1, 1914, Lugard finalized the expansion of his administration to include the 

Southern Protectorate, and Lagos with it. The post-1914 Colony and Protectorate of 

Nigeria constituted, “for the first time, a rough geographical outline of contemporary 

Nigeria” (Wright 1998, 15). 
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 However, Kohli (2004) argues that the Nigeria established in 1914 “was quite 

superficial” and lacked the coherence of other British colonial projects like India. 

Commonly referred to as “amalgamation” (Bourne 2015; Falola and Aderinto 2010; 

Kohli 2004; Mabogunje 1968; Wright 1998), the historical event conjures the imagery of 

a business merger: disparate entities forced together by bureaucratic power. The 

metaphor isn’t far off from reality. Lugard, in his speech announcing amalgamation, 

recognized railway development as a main factor in uniting administrative powers in 

Nigeria (Bourne 2015). Developing Nigeria through a sustained, efficient bureaucratic 

presence was the expressly stated goal of British colonization. In hindsight, treating a 

nation like a business—especially when that nation was composed of vastly different 

ethnic entities—did not work out for the British. 

Systems of indirect rule that the British used to control the Northern Protectorate 

generally failed in the Southern Protectorate (Wright 1998). The native police force in 

the North was ill-trained and poorly instituted compared to the colonial force instituted 

in the South. Civil servants in colonial Nigeria were chosen based on personality, and few 

Nigerians were included in the bureaucratic system. Colonial taxation created issues, as 

the laissez-faire imperial economic philosophy lacked the infrastructure to collect taxes in 

the South (Kohli 2004, 304–309). In the North, villages and clans provided targets of 

control for the colonial administration; in the South, the British attempted to replicate 

the system among an educated elite, again with little success (Wright 1998). Colonial 

administration only further fragmented the nation in 1939 by splitting the Southern 

Protectorate into Eastern and Western Provinces. 



 22 

 The fractured realities of colonial Nigeria—at that point hardly a unified nation 

and more of “an administrative convenience” (Falola and Aderinto 2010, 241)—created 

similarly fractured development visions and projects. Early urban development in the 

1920s focused on town planning (Mabogunje 1968) and mostly concerned local 

developments (Uyanga 1989). But even small-scale development proved divisive for 

British administrators. After Governor Hugh Clifford set up Town Planning 

Committees in 1924, political opponents worked to decentralize planning and 

administration (Uyanga 1998). By 1927, Clifford was replaced by Sir Graeme 

Thompson, and the Committees were abolished. 

Economic development faced similar struggles. While the 1929 Colonial 

Development Act (CDA) seemed to promote indigenous development, it heavily favored 

modern agriculture over traditional agriculture (Dibua 2013). Modern agriculture 

provided cash crops for export; traditional agriculture produced indigenous crops. The 

development promoted foreign trade and boosted the British economy rather than the 

Nigerian economy (Dibua 2013; Kohli 2004). Again, development visions did not align 

with their produced realities. 

 Postwar developments in the late 1940s and 1950s began to form the 

international audience that still holds weight today. With the restructuring of global 

power dynamics, modernization became the paradigm through which development 

planning was filtered (Dibua 2013). In 1946, along with other British colonies, the 

Nigerian administration instituted a ten-year development plan. Notably, the plan was 

prepared by administrators alone, without indigenous input (Dibua 2013). The plan was 

flawed, marred by vague implementation and bureaucratic delays (Uyanga 1989), leading 
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to its termination in 1955. A key factor to the halted development was an outside report 

by the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) in 1954 (Dibua 

2013). The critical assessment by foreign arbiters marks the first interaction (aside from 

British colonial administrations) by external development forces—the international 

audience that persists in Nigerian bureaucracy. In the coming years, postwar development 

institutions like the World Bank and the IMF, along with other NGOs and development 

experts, would play an outsized role in the development of Nigeria (Dibua 2013). 

 

International Presence in the Postcolonial Era 
 
 On October 1, 1960, the British colonial administration exited Nigeria, leaving a 

fractured fledgling state in its place. The following decades, as well as the preceding ones, 

have been reconstructed by various authors to highlight various dominant forces. Falola 

and Aderinto (2010, 246–248) offer four relevant historical interpretations of the 

postcolonial era and its troubles: tribal interpretations, which split along primordial lines, 

attributing tensions to ethnic fractures between Hausa, Yoruba, and Igbo peoples; 

regional interpretations, which, while similar to tribal interpretations, rely on spatial 

distinction above ethnic or class distinction, pointing to institutional participation by 

region; economic interpretations, which looks to the remnants of a colonial economy, 

inequity, and corruption for answers on instability; and lastly, more traditional 

postcolonial interpretations, which reference outside contact—Islamic in the North, 

Western in the South—to understand political division. Together, these perspectives on 

Nigerian history seek to understand the origins of a corrupt state. 
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Development planning in the postcolonial era continued the construction of the 

international audience commonly addressed in Nigerian bureaucratic documents today. 

With the exit of the British colonial administration and the instability of internal 

development agencies, international development institutions leapt at the chance to fill 

the void. The United States played a major role in this development—experts from the 

Ford Foundation established a continual presence in Nigeria, and also involved were 

International Financial Institutions (IFIs) like the World Bank, the IBRD, and the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF), development institutions like the United States 

Acency for International Development (USAID), and research groups from MIT and 

Stanford (Dibua 2013). 

American intervention at the time was a worldwide phenomenon, not restricted 

just to Nigeria or even Africa. The wider discourse of development commonly recognizes 

the United States’ outsized role at the Bretton Woods Conference in 1944 as an origin of 

global neocolonial development (Escobar 1995; Ferguson 1994; McMichael 2005). The 

conference established both the World Bank and the IMF as “surrogate institutions of 

global capitalism” (McMichael 2005, 113). Over the next few decades these institutions 

would draw in developing nations to the international market of development, which was 

neocolonial in its standardized treatment and solutions for developing these nations. The 

global institutions are a key component of today’s international audience, and their 

influence in worldwide development remains strong. The introduction of the 

international audience in postcolonial-era Nigeria only amplified the fragmentation of 

the colonial era. 
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Within the Nigerian government, new planning ministries emerged after 

independence to appeal to these external forces. These ministries fragmented along the 

similar lines as the historical governments of Nigeria. The National Economic Council 

(NEC) and Joint Planning Committee (JPC) lasted only a few years, producing the First 

National Development Plan, 1962–68, before military coup dissolved them in 1966. The 

National Economic Planning Advisory Group (NEPAG) replaced them, until the 

Economic Planning Unit (EPU) became Nigeria’s central development planning agency a 

few years later (Dibua 2013). Institutional upheaval continued on and off for the next few 

decades. 

The 1970s and 1980s brought turbulent times for Nigeria’s economy and 

development planning. The oil economy peaked in the mid-1970s, surpassing $100 

billion in revenue (Wright 1998). Corrupt government administrations did not use the 

revenue to increase the nation’s development; while the government funded some 

infrastructural projects, many were failing or had failed by the 1980s (Wright 1998). 

Wright points out that the oil boom of the 1970s “reinforced a trend toward 

centralization of power by the federal government” (1998, 108). As the economy 

stratified further, the international financial community waited to step in. 

In the 1980s, the IMF intervened with austerity measures; infrastructure and 

other economic development plans were cut back, and the oil-based economy fell 

(Bourne 2015; Wright 1998). A new “president”2 in 1985, Ibrahim Babangida, discussed 

the terms of a loan with the IMF, which was widely opposed by Nigerians (Wright 

                                                
2 Babangida was, like many Nigerian heads of state after independence, a military dictator. Bourne (2015) 
points out that he was the first and only to refer to himself as President. 
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1998). In a few months between the end of 1985 and mid-1986, Babangida and the 

federal government instituted Nigeria’s Structural Adjustment Program (SAP) with 

support from the World Bank and the IMF. The economic impact of Structural 

Adjustment did not reach the progress Babangida hoped, however. Oil revenues 

continued to lessen, Nigeria’s population remained opposed to the SAP, and economic 

hardships created plenty of political issues for the federal government (Bourne 2015; 

Wright 1998). 

In the decades since, Nigeria’s government and economy has remained 

entrenched in the past. Fraud and corruption still reign, and the centralization of the 

federal government has only continued to fracture federal and state powers (Bourne 2015; 

Falola and Aderinto 2010). Looking at the history of Lagos adds to this fragmented 

perspective, as the city developed alongside but separate from the nation as a whole. 

 

Development in Lagos 
 

As an important port city well before the British amalgamated Nigeria in 1914, 

Lagos’s history in the precolonial era can be defined on its own. From 1851 to 1900, 

when British presence in Nigeria was strongest in Lagos, the city was “a colonial outlier” 

(Mabogunje 1968, 241) in its growth in population size and economy. After 

amalgamation, Lagos became the headquarters of the colonial administration (Fourchard 

2011a). Because of the city’s location and size, it experienced the most interaction with 

the British colonial officials. Nigerian nationalism arose primarily in Lagos during the 

colonial era (Fourchard 2011a), and the city became a center for planning and 
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development by both the colonial administration and nationalists preparing for 

independence.  

After 1960, postcolonial planning in Lagos followed the general national trends of 

external influence. Just a few years post-independence, a group of development experts 

sent by the United Nations reported on the financial and infrastructural problems in 

Lagos (Fourchard 2011b)—road infrastructure was the only recommendation followed by 

any Nigerian administration. This lack of addressing salient issues is a key component in 

the conflicting histories between the Lagos State Government and the Nigerian federal 

government. 

The federal government viewed the urban issues of Lagos during the postcolonial 

era (i.e. the growth of slums and the congestion of the city) as a hindrance to national 

development (Fourchard 2011a). The government occasionally intervened in the city—as 

it did with minimal road construction after the 1962 UN report—forcing migrations out 

of slums and attempting to control the capital as a developing city. 

In its built environment, postcolonial Lagos sought a new architectural image 

(Immerwahr 2007). Much like bureaucratic language appeals to an international 

standard, Lagos wanted to display its place among the independent nations through 

architecture. Tropical modernism established a new, independent look for Lagos, 

divergent from Western architecture. Simultaneously, the continuation of British town 

housing kept the standards of the era within reach, creating a “distinctively African 

modernity” (Gandy 2006, 378) in the nation’s capital. 

 As Lagos’ population grew exponentially larger, and infrastructural projects failed, 

Nigeria’s federal government looked elsewhere to establish a new capital. In 1976, the 
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federal government decided to move the nation’s capital to Abuja—a new, planned city 

that could be more easily controlled. The transitional period lasted fifteen years until 

1991, as Nigeria’s federal government slowly moved its base of operations from Lagos to 

Abuja (Fourchard 2011a; Immerwahr 2007). During that time—especially considering 

Structural Adjustment and the increased economic austerity of the 1980s—Lagos’s 

infrastructure declined harshly. Many projects that had been slated for completion in the 

1970s were abandoned (Gandy 2006) and poverty and informal economies grew. With 

the looming transition to Abuja, the federal government chose not to commit resources 

to developing Lagos (Fourchard 2011b), and the development of Lagos faltered. 

 

Nigeria Today 
 
 Currently, Nigeria faces many of the same issues that plague its history. Failures 

in developing infrastructure and the widening of informal economies from the structured 

city have caused economic planning to be a necessity in preparing for Nigeria’s future. As 

the Lagos State Government looks to the city’s future as one of the most populous cities 

in the world, the history of international encounter and development remains important 

in understanding these issues. In the twenty-first century, the fractures of the past 

continue. In a 2006 census, the federal government declared Lagos the second most 

populous state behind Kano in the north—Lagos State’s population was supposedly 9 

million inhabitants. The state immediately responded with its own figure of 17 million 

(Fourchard 2011b). As I will show in this thesis, Lagos and Abuja still reenact these 

historical divides, even in the standardized form of bureaucracy. 
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 The spatial transition of the federal government from Lagos to Abuja mirrors the 

historical fragmentation of regional governments in Nigeria, and is the most recent in 

this history of fractures. Through current government development planning, at both the 

federal and Lagos State levels, this history is negotiated and contested, exposing 

bureaucratic ideologies throughout the nation. 
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3. Harmonizing the State with the Bureaucratic Voice 

Linguistic Constructions of “The State” 
 

The international audience of all bureaucratic documents produced in Nigeria—

both at the federal level and at the Lagos State level—comprises a mutable collection of 

international financial institutions (IFIs), non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and 

corporations involved in development. Over time, this international audience has 

established a standardized form to its bureaucracy (Escobar 1995; Ferguson 1994; 

McMichael 2005), clearly identifiable in the language of bureaucratic documentation. In 

accordance with Weber’s idealized form of bureaucracy (2006), standard bureaucratic 

language presents itself as rational and efficient. The producers of bureaucratic text write 

their documents as factual, decisive, and (especially) implementable (Ferguson 1994). 

The writers of bureaucracy, in observing the institutional standards, take on a 

bureaucratic voice. Writers embody this voice, an identity constructed through linguistic 

uniformity (Keane 2001), to perform the standardization of bureaucratic texts. The 

bureaucratic voice is controlled (Horn 1994), and follows the established styles of the 

international audience. Extending theory on speech to written text, the bureaucratic voice 

converges (Bell 1984, 162) with the language of international standardization, and the 

international audience becomes the primary addressee of the documents3. In government 

                                                
3 At points I may separate linguistic concepts about written text and speech, and at others I may link them. 
Past scholarship provides valuable insight into the distinctions between the two, but some theories 
established in one cross the boundary into the other with important points. Bell discusses how speakers 
“accommodate” their intended audience “in order to win their approval” (1984, 161–162). In convergence, 
“a speaker’s style shifts to become more like the addressee” (Bell 1984, 162). In bureaucratic documents, the 
language patterns of Nigerian documents and the standardized forms of international bureaucracy parallel 
each other; while not speech, the written form converges as well. 
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bureaucracy, the producer of documentation, the identity behind the bureaucratic voice, 

and the addresser of the international audience is “the state.” 

Few ideological constructs are as malleable as “the state,” a theoretical concept 

that can include and question anything from government and bureaucracy (Hull 2012a; 

Gupta 2012; Mathur 2015; Weber 2006) to societal boundaries and national identities 

(Jessop 1999; Mitchell 1999). Although “the state” is often presented as a unified entity, 

anthropologists have repeatedly exposed the fragmented underlying components that 

create that presentation (Gupta 2012; Horn 1994; Jessop 1999; Mitchell 1999). Yet 

perhaps a reverse-engineering of this process is necessary. Instead of taking “the state” 

and identifying its discontinuous pieces, we can instead take those pieces and find their 

intertwining presentations of unification (Mathews 2008). The primary site for 

producing the organization and the unified front—the building blocks of a coherent 

“state”—can be found in bureaucratic documentation (Horn 1994; Weber 2006). 

Bureaucratic texts written in the bureaucratic voice, then, perform two acts: they 

address an international audience that expects documentation to follow the linguistic 

standards of the bureaucratic voice, and they constantly produce and reproduce “the state” 

as a coherent entity. In the four unifying documents I study (the Nigeria Vision 20: 2020, 

the Highway Manual, the Lagos State Development Plan, and the Lagos State Vision 

20: 2020 Implementation Plan), “the state” is produced through several linguistic 

conventions. A bureaucratic lexicon full of words like “harmony” and “unity” appears to 

unify both the documents themselves and the government agencies that produce them. 

Writers render objective all sorts of conditions, from road construction to social 

development, simultaneously subjecting those conditions to the authority of “the state.” 
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Passive voice creeps into various situations, hiding the writer from view. These linguistic 

conventions do not exist outside ideology (Fowler et al. 1979; Horn 1994). Rather, they 

are products of the bureaucratic ideology that compels the Nigerian government, at all 

levels from Lagos State ministries to federal agencies, to address the international 

audience as a unified entity rather than disparate administrative bodies. 

 

“Harmony” and Bureaucratic Buzzwords 
 
 Unifying documents, in their organizational value, seek to bring together 

disparate documentation from multiple government ministries and agencies. The most 

immediately prominent linguistic trope throughout the Nigerian documents is the 

presence of bureaucratic buzzwords—words referring to concepts of harmony, holistic 

design, dynamism, and potential. The institutional vocabulary of “harmony” and “unity” 

derives from the standardized bureaucracy. In their standardization of vocabulary, the 

writers exert control over the text at the surface level (Horn 1994), forming its address to 

the international audience. Sections of these documents that address the international 

audience regularly tie notions of “harmony” and “unity” to the expected productivity of 

regulation and development. But the appearance of “harmony” in both federal and Lagos 

State documents points to another role of unifying documents: producing the coherent, 

unified state. 

There are two notions of harmony here. The first “harmony” harmonizes 

bureaucracy itself, neatly organizing a messy array of administrative texts into a single 

unifying document. The unifying document serves to make bureaucracy more efficient, 
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pushing the government closer and closer to Weber’s organizational ideal-type. These 

documents can either rebrand failed or incomplete long-term development projects, or 

they can restructure and update previous documentation (in this case, regulations and 

implementation updates). Nigeria’s Vision 20: 2020 and the LSDP belong in the first 

category, as they continue Nigeria’s historical trend of extensive, broad-scale development 

plans. The Highway Manual and the Implementation Plan fall into the second category, 

the former updating an older version of the regulation manual and the latter documenting 

the implementation of the Vision 20: 2020 plans in Lagos State. Bureaucratic harmony 

strives to produce a unified state “predicated on creating a coherence” (Horn 1994, 77), in 

turn appealing to the international bureaucratic audience. 

I first caught this organizing phrasing of harmony in the Foreword of the LSDP. 

The Foreword is written by the document’s only visible author (State Governor 

Babatunde Fashola),4 who writes, “The Lagos State Development Plan (LSDP) is a 

policy document that came into being by harmonizing all existing high level policy 

documents operational in the State. It captures past strategic development plans and 

statements and bring them into a harmonious and coherent whole” (LSDP 2014, xiii). 

What does “harmonizing” mean in the context of Lagos State development? 

“Harmonious” and “coherent” prompt notions of unity, of bringing disparate concepts 

together as one, of working in tune—in this context, referring to the consolidation of 

                                                
4 The appearance of authorship is worth noting in these documents only because of its rarity. As I will 
discuss later in this chapter, the majority of bureaucratic documents are authored by invisible writers, 
constantly shielded and distanced (Wright 1998) by the bureaucratic voice and the formalization of 
bureaucratic documents. With a visible author, the same ideological ends apply through different means: 
the expertise afforded in a name and position of authority (Horn 1994; Mathews 2008; Rymes 2001). 
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documentation. This definition, while constructive in understanding the literal functions 

of “harmony,” neglects a key facet in the term’s place in addressing the international 

audience. “Harmony” essentially acts as a “semantically vacuous term” (Brenneis 2006, 

44), an index of a collection of vague meanings notable for its “generality and non-

specificity” (44). The LSDP can “harmonize” the accumulation of policy documents, but 

the “harmonizing” capabilities of the document signals the coherence and efficiency of 

Nigerian bureaucracy itself, and in turn “the state” in its entirety. 

Nigeria’s Vision 20: 2020 carries the same themes of harmony, holism, and unity 

(the triumvirate of bureaucracy’s lofty lexicon), which contribute both to the documents’ 

consolidation efforts and the unified state’s international aspirations. Within the 

document, we find familiar forms of produced harmony: “NV20:2020 aims to harmonise 

the health care policies” (NV20:2020 2009, 32); “NV20:2020 therefore, reflects a 

harmonised view of the key principles” (95). Harmony here is an organizational tactic, 

bringing together disparate government documentation through similar usage of non-

specific language. Vision 20: 2020 intends to develop Nigeria’s economy, but 

harmonizing policies and “key principles” (another non-specific term) affects the image of 

“the state” more than it develops the economy. Economic development requires active 

work by the government. By producing these harmonizing documents, Nigerian 

bureaucracy shows its commitment to “showing progress on paper” (Mathur 2015, 169) 

without showing the real work of development. 

The continual reproduction of word choice across unifying documents produced 

at different levels of the government reflects the institutionalized discourse embedded 

within Nigerian bureaucracy. The formalized, standardized nature of this writing—the 
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bureaucratic voice—is entangled with development discourse. To adequately address the 

international bureaucratic audience, writers must adhere to the standard form (Ferguson 

1994). Considering that state-making requires a sense of legitimacy (Gupta 2012; 

Mathews 2008), the standard form of address (coupled with the explicitly stated goal of 

Nigeria to claim a place among the top 20 world economies) points to the international 

aspirations of Nigeria. 

Harmony of documentation returns once again in the Highway Manual, which 

reads in its Foreword, “major benefits to be gained in applying the content of the 

Highway Manual include harmonization of professional practice … with due 

consideration to the objective conditions and needs of our country” (Highway Manual 

2013, i). Again, the ideology behind the previous examples appears: non-specificity, 

legitimacy, and international aspiration inform the writing of the Highway Manual. 

Beyond the previously explained, though, the Highway Manual includes a sense of 

authority in its regulatory practice. Only through implementation of the Highway 

Manual will “the state” achieve harmony. Ferguson (1994, 69) points to the capability of 

execution as a key factor in successfully addressing the global institutions of development, 

and the Highway Manual certainly stresses its own implementation. Taken as a whole—

following the attempts of Nigerian government bodies to produce the unified state—the 

documents and their notions of harmony begin to appear coherent and singular. But 

these examples only refer to the harmony of documentation, and other sections of the 

unifying documents explicitly refer to the harmony of the nation itself. 

This national unity is the second notion of harmony. Here—more explicitly than 

when harmonizing documentation—unifying documents also produce the coherent state. 
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Bureaucratic writers present unity and equality as products of progress alongside 

economic development. In doing so, they intend to legitimize “the state” as the unified, 

legitimate body of bureaucracy as well as a unified nation of people. Notions of unity and 

equality, which stem from the international audience’s construction of development 

ideology (McMichael 2005), continue to address that audience. 

National harmony and unity appears primarily in the federal Vision 20: 2020. The 

federal government desires for Nigeria “a peaceful, equitable, harmonious and just society 

where every citizen has a strong sense of national identity” (NV20:2020 2009, 9). The 

repetition of this goal in two sections of the document highlights its perceived 

importance. Nationalism is both contributor to and outcome of this harmonious society; 

for the federal government, the link between a strong society and a strong national 

identity is tantamount in creating a place for Nigeria among the developed nations of the 

world. Nationalism as it appears alongside harmony in society speaks to the global 

audience more than the local one. 

The documents address national identity and unity as intricately linked 

throughout their discussions of standards and development. A key phrase, “unity in 

diversity” (NV20:2020 2009, 78), appears again and again in Vision 20: 2020. “Unity in 

diversity” appears with such rigidness (“unity” never appears in the document without 

being followed by “in diversity”) that its address of the international audience is clear—

essentially tying the government’s push for unity with its goal of international legitimacy. 

An early appearance of “unity in diversity” in Vision 20: 2020 seeks to equate all 

Nigerians in the goal of raising the country’s international profile. The document calls for 

a return to “merit-driven culture” and a review of “ethnic balancing measures” (28). We 



 37 

don’t get a clear view of what exactly those ethnic balancing measures are—perhaps 

something like Affirmative Action—but the idea that this will “[ensure] that Nigeria 

remains an epitome of unity in diversity amongst other ethnically diverse nations of the 

world” emphasizes the global context of unity over the unity itself. For the people, their 

Nigerian-ness must take precedence over their “ethnic affiliations” in order for Nigeria to 

become this nation among nations. 

 

Objectivity and Authority  
 
 Claims toward objectivity seep into the bureaucratic language of these documents. 

Objectivity in bureaucracy serves as a tool of rationalization, serving to standardize 

knowledge and information. That standardization then produces a sense of legitimacy 

and authority (Fowler et al. 1979; Mathews 2008, Mathur 2015). In Nigerian 

bureaucratic documents the authority of “the state” comes as a necessary piece of 

development planning. 

 In the Highway Manual, the design planning side of infrastructure development 

often reads as objective, static and technical: “The super elevation runoff length within 

the curve shall be 1/3rd of the super elevation transition length” (Highway Manual 2013, 

3-21); “Separate grade lines are not considered appropriate” (3-56); “At merges, the 

number of lanes downstream of the merge should be one less than the number of lanes 

upstream of the merge” (5-12). These statements take regulations as social facts, 

declaring the way things should be for all roads in Nigeria. 
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 The Highway Manual’s objectivity operates similarly to “unity in diversity” in 

Vision 20: 2020, addressing the international community in its underlying message of a 

complete and teleological infrastructure network. Furthermore, the commanding 

words—“shall be,” are not considered,” and “should be”—create the authority found in 

bureaucratic documentation. The declarative form increases the authority and distancing 

of the writer (Fowler et al. 1979), positioning the Highway Manual as a unifying 

document that works to make “the state” even more coherent. 

 The Implementation Plan also uses a powerful sense of objectivity to construct a 

singular government. The shortest of the four federal and Lagos State documents, the 

Implementation Plan lays out its goals for the first third of the document before entering 

a deep sea of charts and figures. These charts are split into several development sections, 

including “Environmental Development” (Implementation Plan 2009, 29–30), “Social 

Development” (40–48, 53–56), and “Infrastructural Development” (49–52). The 

crossover between these sections—subsections like “Rural Development and 

Infrastructure” (40) and “Waterfront Infrastructure Development” (48) are found under 

the Social Development heading—only alludes to the issues of the presented objectivity. 

While charts and forms themselves can address audiences not immediately present on the 

page (Brenneis 2006), the text within these charts is also worth noting. 

 Part of this presented objectivity is the seemingly natural endpoints that come 

along with it. In accordance with the organized bureaucracy found in Weber (2006), one 

that prioritizes efficiency and rationality, the bureaucracy presented by both Nigerian 

federal and Lagos State documents strives for both objectivity and transparency. 
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Development, in this case, merely consists of inputs and outputs; it is scientifically 

verifiable and laid out in simple charts. 

 In the Social Development section of the Implementation Plan, objectivity comes 

in the form of the cleanly written “outcome.” The outcomes for a proposed “Lagos Youth 

Summit” include “regular and effective communication between the government and the 

youth” (Implementation Plan 2009, 54). Another, for a “Youth Development Institute,” 

produces a “pronounced impact in National Economic Impact and Productivity.” The 

“establishment of social welfare village,” enforces “reduction in spate of juvenile crime and 

delinquency, street begging and other vices that tend to draw back the society” (55). An 

“Institute of Social Work” creates “a more stable and cohesive society.” The benefits of 

development continue on and on. 

 What sort of objectivity do these outputs produce? Who is this for? Justifying the 

construction of sports stadiums by writing that the stadiums will produce “increased 

participation … for good health” (Implementation Plan 2009, 53) seems to address a 

specific audience aside from the people using the new stadium. Furthermore, with all the 

examples above, there is no questioning involved—these are the objective “outputs” of 

development. The term “output” relies on the existence of an input, in these cases 

development and infrastructure projects; it also reifies processes of planning and 

development by representing them as objective and static. According to the 

Implementation Plan, a stable, cohesive society comes directly out of institutional 

development. 

 Ferguson understands bureaucratic planning to necessitate clear outcomes in its 

operation, writing that development agencies are suited for “apolitical, technical 
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‘development’ intervention” (1994, 69). The objectivity present in the Implementation 

plan speaks to the apoliticization of technical development: clear inputs, clear outputs. 

The static objectivity of the Implementation Plan addresses the expectations of the 

documents’ international bureaucratic audience. In discussing “National Economic 

Impact and Productivity” and “stable and cohesive society,” the writers of the 

Implementation Plan are not focusing on these outcomes; rather, they are conforming to 

the bureaucratic standards shown throughout Nigeria’s federal documents. 

 

The Invisible Writer 
 
 Common in government and bureaucratic writing, passive voice conditions the 

reader to subconsciously form a buffer between the active officials and the real-world 

implementations of bureaucratic documents. Billig points to passivization5 as an 

“ideologically charged” process in which discursive actors delete agency and maintain 

“unequal power relations” (2008, 785–786). Ferguson (1994) writes that development 

interventions are apolitical; I would extend this to include their ahistorical and 

impersonal aspects as well. Development relies on standardization to institute its 

authority; the distancing of human agency is the flipped side of the same coin. Passive 

voice furthers the buffer between the bureaucratic writer and the objectively-presented 

documentation. A once visible writer becomes the invisible writer. 

                                                
5 The core of Billig’s argument surrounds the nominalization of processes in critical discourse analysis of 
those very concepts. Writers constantly nominalize the terms “nominalization” and “passivization,” and the 
analyst must be cognizant of the intention and ideology involved in these processes. 
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 In Vision 20: 2020, the passive voice of the invisible writer further distances the 

government officials from state action and policy-making. The following passage appears 

in a section about transportation. While describing current infrastructural issues the 

writer also manages to detach the issues from any governmental responsibility. The only 

reference to “Government” on a federal and Nigerian level is to the lack of well-defined 

roles for the government. The passage reads:  

The transport infrastructure available in the country is presently inadequate to 
meet the needs of a 21st century economy…The role of the three tiers of 
government, in the provision and maintenance of urban transport 
infrastructure, is not clearly defined … The local governments are not only 
grossly under-funded, but also lack fund generating drive, technical expertise 
and other resources to provide for efficient urban transport infrastructure and 
service delivery. Nigeria’s road networks are poorly maintained and overused 
as alternative modes of transport are poorly developed. [NV20:2020 2009, 80, 
emphasis added] 
 

Beyond my bolding of these phrases, the passive voice simply jumps off the page upon 

reading the passage. The invisible writer starts the passage with a general statement on 

the current state of transport infrastructure. By the time we read actual specifics—lack of 

funding, expertise, maintenance, etc.—the effects of the passive voice have sufficiently 

distanced government from action. The situation develops on its own, without 

government intervention. Local governments are under-funded (by whom?). Road 

networks are poorly maintained and developed. In their omission of agents, these 

statements bear some load of an intentional ideological construction. 

 A critical rephrasing of these statements brings out their intentionality even more. 

If I change some of the unacknowledged subjects of this paragraph to “Government” or 

“Officials,” we now read, “Officials grossly under-fund the local governments,” and 

“Government poorly maintains Nigeria’s road networks, and poorly develops alternative 
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modes of transport.” Without the inclusion of government agency, the events and 

situations in the original statements seem just to happen on their own. When the agent is 

included, the sentences read as charged and accusatory. The government—in this case the 

accuser and the accused—holds itself responsible. 

 Fowler et al. call the transformation from active to passive “linguistic 

dehumanization” (1979, 45). The human agent—either the writer or the government 

official responsible for any level of regulation—is removed from documentation through 

the forces of globalized bureaucracy and the use of the bureaucratic voice. Part of this 

ideological construction is the intended global audience. The document appeals to an 

international audience entrenched in bureaucratic and planning discourses (Escobar 1995; 

Ferguson 1994; McMichael 2005) that necessitate passive language and abdicated 

responsibility.  

The linguistic dehumanization continues. When the documents discuss the 

implementation of Vision 20: 2020 and its Monitoring & Evaluation (M&E), we read: 

For NV20:2020 to become a reality, a critical thrust will be the 
institutionalisation of M&E across all spheres of government. This has to be 
done based on a deep and comprehensive understanding of the fundamental 
issues that pose the most significant impediments to effectively managing 
government performance in Nigeria. [NV20:2020 2009, 97, emphasis added] 
 

Once again, the document places no active agent in charge of the implementation of this 

plan. While other sections outline some ministries’ responsibilities for carrying out 

certain aspects, this passage treats wider institutional review, Monitoring & Evaluation, 

as a shared responsibility of the government, simultaneously unifying government 

divisions and distancing accountability. 
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 The vagueness of information (Brenneis 2006) shared in this passage directs the 

reader to imagine “institutionalization” throughout the government. Where will this 

happen? Who will direct it? Even in sections where lists of agencies and departments 

seem to indicate who will do what, the document acknowledges—again in the passive 

voice—that “the organisational units carrying it out have been under-funded, under-

utilised, and their reports ignored in the processes of budget allocation and programme 

prioritisation” (NV20:2020 2009, 97, emphasis added). Who is under-funding them? 

The answer: other “organisational units” and ministries who in turn are under-funded by 

others. Vagueness in passivity compounds, and invisible writer provides no clear image of 

the bureaucratic machine. In obfuscating the human actors behind the writing, 

bureaucratic texts replace individual identity with the unified state. 

 Returning to “unity in diversity,” we see that the phrase is surrounded by passive 

voice and a lack of agency. “This objective will be pursued;” “ensuring that … [Nigeria’s] 

diversity is fully leveraged” (NV20:2020 2009, 28, emphasis added); “values … have been 

eroded;” “trust … has also been betrayed” (78, emphasis added). In the first passage, 

words like “objective,” “diversity,” and “leverage” recall the linguistic generality and non-

specificity (Brenneis 2006) of the bureaucratic lexicon. Coupled with the passive deletion 

of the section’s writer, institutionalized word choice again produces “the state.” In the 

second set of sentences, the passive voice recalls the past. Here, the passive separates 

agency from history. Seemingly in a vacuum, values erode and trust is betrayed; the 

bureaucratic voice lacks historical agency. Historical knowledge is generalized and 

abstracted, and this too conveys the unified state. Mathews (2008) situates knowledge 

production as an intentional and integral component of state-making. Knowledge of 
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history, as the invisible writers of bureaucracy produce it, can be seen as a crucial part of 

constructing “the state” for the international audience. 

 Historical knowledge production continues, remaining embedded within the 

passive bureaucratic voice. Early in the LSDP’s “Lagos Today” section, the document 

states, “[infrastructure] was badly neglected in the 1980s and 1990s so that investment is 

required to address both a substantial deficit in all areas as well as meeting future needs” 

(LSDP 2014, 3, emphasis added). This sentence points to two products of passivization. 

The first is its implicit recognition of history. In the federal Vision 20: 2020, we saw 

another vague representation of history alongside “unity in diversity,” as the document 

addressed government betrayals and tension between the people. The LSDP begins with 

a similar identification of past issues. The document again fails to assign any 

responsibility at this point. Passive voice produces ambiguous and static “neglect” of the 

1980s and 1990s, instead of illuminating the multitude of governmental, economic, and 

infrastructural failures of those decades. A sense of objectivity arises; passivity, as Billig 

writes, “can obscure [authorities] as the authors of these orders and they present their 

commands as if they were objective necessities of the world” (2013, 117). 

The second product of this passivization is the removal of agency for future 

infrastructural developments that may prove beneficial to the state. The document’s 

writers not only reduce the twenty years of history to broad neglect, but they also reduce 

any future progress to the phrase “investment is required to … [meet] future needs.” 

Administrative overturn is prevalent in Lagos’s politics—Babatunde Fashola, Governor 

of Lagos at the time of these documents’ production, left his position in 2015; his 

successor, Akinwunmi Ambode, has been embroiled in recent controversies, and the state 
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elected a new governor just weeks ago—and this reduction may be a result of 

downplaying both failures of the past and achievements of the future. 

In removing agency and forming a buffer between policies on paper and 

implementations on the ground, these bureaucratic documents further produce the 

imagined state of Gupta (2012) and Mitchell (1999). The invisible writers construct “the 

state” as a unified entity that takes precedence over their own authority; in doing so, they 

construct “the state” as legitimate and authoritative. Along with the institutional lexicon 

of development and the declarative forms of objectivity, the passive voice produces “the 

state” as a coherent government bureaucracy. 

 

Making the State 
 
 Through extensive application of the bureaucratic vocabulary, notions of 

objectivity, and the distancing of agency, the Nigerian government uses the bureaucratic 

voice to appeal to an international audience that it hopes to join. The international 

audience expects this appeal to follow the formal standards of bureaucracy, necessitating 

the use of the bureaucratic voice. Thus, Nigerian bureaucratic documents exist as singular 

pieces within the global constructs of development and bureaucracy. Although they are 

produced by government agencies, the documents fall into Ferguson’s apolitical notions 

of development (1994).  

 Documents can be embedded within multiple histories (Brenneis 2006). While 

the addressing of the international audience through the bureaucratic voice places these 

four documents within a global history of development discourse, there exists more to the 
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story. I have attempted to show that the bureaucratic voice in the Nigerian unifying 

documents functions to perform the coherence of “the state.” Anthropologists and other 

scholars have shown repeatedly that “the state” can then be deconstructed into “a 

congeries of institutions, agencies, and agendas at different levels that are not necessarily 

well connected with each other” (Gupta 2012, 55). Within the unified state presented by 

Nigerian documents, the bureaucratic writers occasionally realize this deconstructed state 

through what I call the localized voice. 

 As Mikhail Bakhtin recognizes, “language … is never unitary” (1981, 288). The 

presentation of a unitary, standardized, formalized language should be interrogated in 

both its historical construction and its present usage, as I have done in these chapters. 

The localized voice exists within the bureaucratic voice, and separating the two produces 

an understanding of the deconstructed state at local levels of governance. In the next 

chapter, I push against the unified state as it is found in these this chapter. By separating 

the documents produced at the federal level (Nigeria Vision 20: 2020 and the Highway 

Manual) from those produced at the Lagos State level (the LSDP and the 

Implementation Plan), an understanding forms that “state and national imaginaries do 

not always coincide” (Gupta 2012, 63). 
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4. Scaling History with the Localized Voice 

Untangling the Localized Voice 
 
 Much of my previous discussion has followed the production of “the state” 

through the linguistic styles of the bureaucratic voice. This chapter rejects the unified 

state, identifying a second audience in local contexts set against the context of the 

international audience. The local audience is often entangled with the global (Tsing 

2005) as the documents seem to address multiple audiences (Brenneis 2006), both a 

standardized bureaucratic audience and an imagined audience of the citizens affected by 

bureaucratic implementation. Teasing out the specific local contexts allows for nuanced 

understandings of how governing bodies make their claims to authority. 

 In its address of the local audience, the local voice of bureaucracy’s invisible 

writers also splits, creating multiple local audiences within. The local voice of the 

Nigerian federal documents, produced in Abuja, speaks to a wide audience of Nigerian 

citizens. Writers present federal authority and national history as they apply to this 

audience of the Nigerian populace: once again, unified as a nation. In the Lagos State 

documents, however, the local voice addresses only Lagosians. The writers subtly present 

both Lagos’s authority and Lagos’s history as separate from Nigeria, reframing the scales 

of authority and history from the global and local institutions to the federal and state 

levels. 

 While the international audience was produced within histories of encounter and 

development (Escobar 1995; Ferguson 1994; McMichael 2005), bureaucratic writers 

must imagine the local audiences of Nigeria and Lagos State. Addressing this audience 



 48 

generally takes the form of acknowledging “the people” and their participation in 

development. “The people” are a necessary factor in the local audience, but as they are 

constantly entangled with the bureaucratic audience (through practices of development 

and through the standardized writing in documents), “the people” are a secondary 

audience to the international institutions of development. 

 The localized voice includes more than just the address of the local audience, 

encompassing all writing extraneous to the bureaucratic voice. Anything falling outside of 

the institutional, formal, rational, and objective standards of the international audience—

including presentations of authority and history—could be a projection of local or 

personal contexts. In finding these moments within the bureaucratic voice, we can 

develop a perspective on these documents as products of human writers and 

spatiotemporal constructs. 

 

Reintroducing the Subject to Objective Bureaucracy 
 
 Let us briefly return to the linguistic concepts of voice and audience. Keane’s 

definition of voice as “the linguistic construction of social personae” (2001, 268) allows 

for a shifting persona to address multiple social settings. In the Nigerian documents, the 

bureaucratic voice dominates the written text. Within that voice, though, a localized 

voice exists, addressing a local audience distinct from the international audience. Bell 

(1984, 159), in his discussion of audience design, refers to the dominant hearer in an 

audience as the addressee; a secondary hearer, known but not necessarily acknowledged, 

is an overhearer. The address of the overhearer within the wider audience is nuanced 
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(Bell 1984), and rarely does the speaker—in this case, the invisible writer of a 

bureaucratic text—directly address the overhearer. In the documents here, the addressee 

is the international audience, and the overhearer is the local audience. The voices that 

speak to these audiences are also distinct: the bureaucratic voice for the international 

audience, and the localized voice for the local audience. 

 These voices, while separated in reality, find themselves entangled within the 

same sections of the Nigerian bureaucratic documents. Several passages included in the 

previous chapter also have the potential to speak to the local audience. Although the 

writers form the documents in accordance with international bureaucratic standards, they 

integrate the localized voice into the bureaucratic voice. This coinciding address begins in 

the Foreword of the Highway Manual, in which the writer discusses the “harmonization 

of professional practice … with due consideration to the objective conditions and needs 

of our country” (Highway Manual 2013, i). There are two ways to read the word “our.” 

The first (in which “our” is written in the bureaucratic voice) addresses the international 

audience; “our” means the writer and her/his fellow Nigerians, separate from the 

addressees of the international audience. An alternate reading (in which “our” is written 

in the localized voice) considers “our” to include the reader, which could be the 

constructors of roads or a local audience of Nigerian citizens. Entangled voices produce 

entangled audiences, and without further clarification, both readings are valid to the 

separate audiences. 

 This entanglement of audience and voice suggests a form of heteroglossia as 

developed by Bakhtin (1981) and defined by Ivanov (2001). The writers include the 

localized voice within the bureaucratic voice; the tension between these voices (Ivanov 
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2001) creates an entangled citizen audience, at once subject to the bureaucratic machine 

of development as both a receiver of progress and a resource in development. The 

palpable distinction between these two usages is consistent with the general address they 

take. People-as-resources follows the general form of reification associated with the 

bureaucratic voice and the international audience. In these passages, the growing 

population of Nigeria is a key factor in economic progress (more people equals more 

resources, in turn producing greater economic development). Passages in which the 

people receive progress, however, may actually speak to an imagined local audience. 

Written in the standard form of the bureaucratic voice while simultaneously addressing a 

local audience of Nigerian citizens, all passages concerning “the people” must be 

examined for their heteroglossic and ideological implications. 

 The population as a resource in development belongs in a section of development 

discourse regarding community participation (Woost 1997). Community participation 

disseminates the ideology of “the state” into the population, (seemingly) allowing for a 

voice in development (Woost 1997) and an active role in the economy. In both Lagos 

State and Nigeria as a whole, governments and corporations have never instituted this 

sort of trickle-down development practice (Gandy 2006). Instead, corruption and 

administrative overturn mars development and distances the population (Dibua 2013; 

Kohli 2004). Bureaucratic documents, however, remain committed—perhaps on paper 

more than in reality (Mathur 2015)—to including the local audience in their 

development plans. 

 In the Nigeria Vision 20: 2020 plan, the writers explicitly refer to the Nigerian 

population as resources in developing the country as a top 20 world economy. The 



 51 

document states, “Nigeria’s strategy for transforming her people into catalysts for growth 

and national renewal” (NV20:2020 2009, 28), positioning the people as something akin 

to chemical agents in the scientific process of economic development. This passage carries 

little meaning for the actual people it references, instead addressing the international 

audience once again. At another point, Vision 20: 2020 reads that its goals include, 

“investing in human capacity development to enhance national competitiveness” (16); and 

later, “investing in human development to generate human capacity that will drive 

expected economic growth is critical to the attainment of NV20:2020 aspirations” (45). 

These sentences complete the reification of the human into a resource that the 

government and development institutions can use to boost the economy. International 

aspiration, a key goal both of the document and the bureaucratic voice (Ferguson 1994), 

finds its way into the writers’ discussion of the Nigerian population. 

 But bureaucratic documents can also position the people as the intended target of 

economic development, the recipient of progress, the addressee in these moments of the 

localized voice. In the first paragraph of the Highway Manual, we read that this manual 

and the roads for which it is responsible should be “an avenue for redeeming Nigerians’ 

trust and confidence in Government” (Highway Manual 2013, i). While it is unclear if 

the use of “avenue” is a conscious play on words, the presence of “Nigerians” carries 

purpose. The manual is not for government officials, it is not for geometric designers, it is 

for the people—their “trust and confidence” is the end goal for building better roads. 

This goal is reiterated just a few pages later, as the document states that the issues of 

geometric planning “dictate how user friendly the ultimate design will be” (1-4). The 

“user,” again, is the Nigerian citizen. These documents clearly take into account the local 
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audience of road design; while not exclusively addressing this audience, we can develop a 

sense of heteroglossia from these examples. 

 Vision 20: 2020, when not figuring people purely as numbers, also includes the 

local audience in its documentation. Early on, the document states, “The NV20:2020 

Economic Transformation plan was developed for and by the Nigerian people … and 

rightly places our citizens and their welfare at the forefront of the agenda” (NV20:2020 

2009, 6). Separate from its people-as-resources rhetoric, Vision 20: 2020 here seeks to 

include its local audience at all levels, from planning development to receiving the 

progress that comes with economic growth. Still, the local audience is entangled with the 

address to an international audience. The writers, utilizing the formalization of 

bureaucracy, declare the local audience of citizens as the means and ends of economic 

development, ignoring any “alternative potential” (Woost 1997, 249) they may have. 

 The writers of Vision 20: 2020 state another of the documents’ goals as “to 

institute a system of government that is transparent, accountable, gives voice to the 

people and guarantees their welfare for equitable and sustainable national development” 

(NV20:2020 2009, 72). This grand claim also transforms the local audience from 

resources in development to the recipients of progress. The people will have a voice, and 

the government will be accountable to that voice. This function of the local audience is 

distinct from the people as “catalysts for growth.” The two uses of “the people” signifies 

what Hill calls the “topical interaction of voices” (1995, 123). The bureaucratic voice and 

the localized voice both attend to “the people” as a topic in addressing their audiences, 

but the voices do so quite differently. The people can be both reified resources for the 

bureaucratic voice and dynamic recipients of progress for the localized voice. Recognizing 
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both the unity and the divergence of these voices (Hill 1995) is necessary to understand 

the entanglement of voice and audience. 

 

Rethinking Scale 
 
 If the localized voice exists—yet it cannot speak to a citizen audience without 

becoming entangled with the bureaucratic voice—then it must manifest in other sections 

of the documents. To find these sections, we need a better framework for the localized 

voice—we must understand it as truly localized. So far, I have relied on a local-global 

sense of scale (Carr and Lempert 2016; Tsing 2000; Tsing 2005) to understand 

heteroglossia and simultaneous voices in these documents: the bureaucratic voice speaks 

to an international audience of IFIs, NGOs, and corporations, while the localized voice 

speaks to a citizen audience in constant entanglement with the international audience. 

This scale has worked well to explain the standardization of bureaucratic documents 

across levels of government, as well as to examine the difficulties of separating the human 

voices that reinforce that standardization from the standardization itself. Scaling voice 

and audience in this way provided insight into the use of language to produce a unified 

state, and it developed an understanding of how Nigeria’s unified government (at 

multiple levels) envisions itself on the global stage. 

 But the process of scaling itself can reproduce ideological constructs, too (Carr 

and Lempert 2016), and, as Anna Tsing writes, “to scale well is to develop the quality 

called scalability, that is, the ability to expand … without rethinking basic elements” 

(2012, 505). By initially looking at these bureaucratic documents as products of a local-
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global scale, I have “scaled well” and reproduced the coherent state. Considering Tsing’s 

nonscalability (2012), though, “scaling well” involves a lack of reframing. Looking at 

Nigerian bureaucratic documents as products of conflicting, entangled voices within a 

globalized discourse works well as an exercise in understanding how “the state” is unified 

in Nigeria, but to break apart that understanding and find the localized voice within, the 

scale must be reframed. In a sense, the basic elements of Nigerian bureaucracy and history 

must be rethought. Gupta, while beginning to deconstruct the unified state, writes, “the 

state is constituted of practices and representations that arise from many geographical 

locales and institutional scales” (2012, 63). To further examine the local-global scale 

involves distinguishing the local context within the standardized global context, finding 

“unevenness and specificity within the cultural production” (Tsing 2005, 4)6. The scaling 

of space and history challenges the local-global dichotomy by finding further scales 

within. Reexamining the local audience produces two separate audiences within: one 

produced by federal documents, and a separate audience produced by the Lagos State 

documents. 

 Shaped by histories of encounter (Tsing 2005), from Lugard’s early British 

colonial administration to the International Monetary Fund’s Structural Adjustment 

Programs, Nigerian bureaucracy has developed within national and transnational 

networks. The constant administrative overturn and government upheaval throughout 

Nigerian history created fragmented entities (Kohli 2004; Falola and Aderinto 2010) 

                                                
6 In a sense, the “specificity” of the local here also functions as the opposite of the “non-specificity” 
(Brenneis 2006, 44) of bureaucratic language. Whereas words like “harmony” and “unity” are vague in their 
meanings across transnational bureaucratic fields, local specifics refer to concrete cultural objects and 
events. 
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within the unified state presented to the world. For the most part, the documents 

produced in Nigerian bureaucracy respond to the transnational networks, as the previous 

chapter on the bureaucratic voice and the international audience illustrates. While these 

four documents constantly produce and reproduce the coherent state—a rational, 

harmonized government of objectivity, legitimacy, and authority—they split into two 

groups within the unified state. The writers of Vision 20: 2020 and the Highway Manual 

represent the federal government based in Abuja, while the writers of the LSDP and the 

Implementation Plan represent the Lagos State Government in Ikeja. Geographical space 

and distance plays a role in a new scalar framing, but so too does a sense of authority. The 

federal government, while headquartered in Abuja, stands for all of Nigeria. The Lagos 

State Government, while based in Ikeja, stands for all of Lagos State (and especially for 

the port city of Lagos). 

 The documents of each governing entity retain the inherently local, cultural 

specifics of national history. Finding these specifics within sections that address the 

documents’ local audiences allows us to engage the locally-embedded scale. The local 

audience of the Nigeria Vision 20: 2020 and the Highway Manual is not the same as the 

local audience of the LSDP and the Implementation Plan. Rather, each separate entity of 

government takes on its own form of the localized voice to address the past for its 

intended local audience. The local audience of the federal documents is not Abujans, it is 

all Nigerians. Likewise, the local audience of the Lagos State documents is not Ikejans or 

Lagosians (of the city), it is all citizens of Lagos State. The address of the past for each of 

these audiences differs and produces separate authorities between governing entities. 

Considering the history of the relationship between Lagos and Nigeria, the separation of 
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local audiences between the levels of government essentially reenacts those historical 

divides on the stage of bureaucratic documentation. 

 The writers of documents at the federal level create their authority across all of 

Nigeria. Their documentation seeks to “[redeem] Nigerians’ trust and confidence in 

Government” (Highway Manual 2013, i). This sentence lightly implies that citizens’ 

“trust and confidence” has faltered, but the overall message is one of progress. Even in 

Vision 20: 2020, authority rests on all of Nigeria working together to achieve 

development. The document briefly refers to the past—“the major flaws in policy reforms 

and programmes, developed over the years, include corruption, lack of continuity in 

policy implementation” (NV20:2020 2009, 13)—but again, the writer quickly moves on 

to discuss the progress that can be made. This progress unifies the nation even further, 

another hallmark of the federal government’s localized voice. In their presentations of 

history (a product of the localized voice because it falls outside the standard bureaucratic 

form), the writers at the federal level continue to produce a unified state. In the federal 

system of Nigeria, their goal is to maintain the federal government as the leader of 

development. States can “look inwards for fiscal sustainability” (14), but the government 

at all levels must “translate strategic intent” (14) across the board when implementing the 

plan. Overall, discussions of history in federal documentation use the localized voice to 

mirror the bureaucratic voice, continuing to present a unified state to all audiences. 

 For the Lagos State Government, a negotiated retelling of the past defines the 

localized voice. Early in the LSDP, the writer states, “[infrastructure] was badly neglected 

in the 1980s and 1990s so that investment is required to address both a substantial deficit 

in all areas as well as meeting future needs” (LSDP 2014, 3). History here is the decades 
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leading up to the 21st century, decades in which Nigeria’s oil-based economy floundered, 

the federal government transitioned from Lagos to Abuja, and military control created 

many infrastructural issues. Past administrative issues continue to pop up throughout the 

LSDP. In another early section, the document states, “the availability of a plan that is all-

encompassing and one which would serve as a generic guide to planning in all MDAs 

had eluded the state” (xv). And later, “Lagos has witnessed the rapid deterioration of 

neighbourhoods, resulting in the proliferation of slums” (7). Again, “Whilst the legacy of 

past neglect still clings to the city …” (25), and, “After many years of neglect …” (26). 

These instances continue throughout the document, and it becomes clear that the 

contemporary administration and the writers of the LSDP at the Lagos State level 

consider Lagos’s internal history to be filled with neglectful and corrupt administrations. 

 Governmental blame, especially when presented separately at different levels of 

the government, begins to break apart the notion of a unified government—what Horn 

refers to as “tension with the underlying recognition motivating the document” (1994, 

81). This tension supposes that if different administrations, divisions, and ministries of 

the government find fault in past versions of themselves or in different levels of 

hierarchies, the singular government cannot be the driving force of development. Instead, 

different levels of government, each presenting their own authority, work to develop their 

constituency. This is the difference between Nigeria becoming a top 20 world economy 

and Lagos becoming Africa’s model megacity. While the bureaucratic voice in 

documentation often hides this, the fractured government eventually begins to show itself 

through the localized voice. 
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 In a section of the LSDP titled “History and People,” the document explicitly 

addresses the federal government’s transition from Lagos to Abuja. Immediately, the 

writer includes, “Nevertheless, Lagos remains the nation’s economic and commercial 

capital” (LSDP 2014, 30). This historical retelling is the most explicit use of the localized 

voice in any of the documents. The writer is correct; Lagos is Nigeria’s “economic and 

commercial capital,” and the state would be one of the largest economies in Africa if it 

were its own country. The authoritative version of the localized voice presents a challenge 

to the broader localized voice of all bureaucratic documents. The localized voice of the 

federal government is not the localized voice of the Lagos State Government. Based on 

their presentations of history, the state-level documents construct the Lagos State 

Government as the authority in government, often in place of the federal government or 

the unified entity of government when speaking to the local audience of Lagos. 

 Finally, the LSDP declares that “Lagos has been the jewel in the crown of Nigeria 

for generations” (LSDP 2014, 26), and later that the state is “an autonomous entity 

within the Federal Republic of Nigeria” (31). These statements are key to the self-

definition of Lagos, both in its bureaucratic and historical views. As a state within the 

federation, Lagos State does have some autonomy, but the constant reminders in the 

bureaucratic text defines the state as the authority on development. Lagos State scales 

itself as central and encompassing (Carr and Lempert 2016), not within federal Nigeria 

but alongside (if not above) it. Lagos and Nigeria’s fractured history is reproduced here as 

Lagos State challenges federal authority once again (Fourchard 2011a). 
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Reenacting History 
 
 Tsing (2012) considers scalability a product of modernization and globalization. 

The encompassing localized voice at the beginning of this chapter fits into that 

modernizing project, in turn reflecting the motives of development. The international 

audience of institutional development creates the bureaucratic voice. Through processes 

of referring to “the people” of Nigeria, this bureaucratic voice projects a localized voice 

alongside itself, specifically appearing in those moments of topical interaction (Hill 

1995). That localized voice is not truly local, however. As a foil to the bureaucratic voice, 

presented within the local-global scale, the encompassing localized voice projects the 

same unified state as the bureaucratic voice; all of Nigerian government, at all levels, is 

speaking to a local audience in terms of their development. 

 Taking a closer look at the localized voice, we find distinctions between 

presentations of spatial authority and history in federal documents versus Lagos State 

documents. Voice in the bureaucratic documents is nonscalable (Tsing 2012); it does not 

move smoothly between globalized and localized distinctions. Instead, voice continually 

fractures at each level.7 Nigerian federal documents present a history of redemption and 

progress in accordance with the unified state. Lagos State documents, on the other hand, 

reenact the historical divides between Lagos and Nigeria, presenting that level of 

government as the authority on development and a hierarchical opponent to federal 

                                                
7 While I do not continue beyond the local fractures here, further research could take each agency within 
the Lagos State Government to develop a sense of each specific agenda and voice. The localized voices of 
the federal government and of the Lagos State Government each contain separate individual voices. The 
constructs of a unified state and of invisible writers tends to obfuscate the specific contexts in bureaucratic 
documents; this chapter forms a framework for beginning to move beyond those constructs. 
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authority. Considering the oppositional history of state and federal government 

(Fourchard 2011a; Immerwahr 2007), the localized voice of the Lagos State Government 

is both distinct from the bureaucratic voice in all documents and from the localized voice 

of the federal Nigerian documents. 
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Conclusion 

Back to the Beginning 
 
 I now return to the initial question posed at the outset of my thesis: how can we 

see formalized bureaucratic documents as products of specifically local, cultural contexts? 

Through a critical examination of voice, audience, and history in four Nigerian 

bureaucratic documents, local contexts emerged between federal government and Lagos 

State Government presentations of authority and history. The bureaucratic voice engages 

the expectations of the international audience (financial institutions, NGOs, 

development corporations) to produce the unified state. The localized voice—as it 

initially appears in the documents—addresses a local, citizen audience in Nigeria as both 

recipients and resources for development and progress. Steeped within the bureaucratic 

voice, though, the encompassing localized voice presents no real alternative to 

development discourse. As Michael Woost writes, “in short, we are still riding in a top-

down vehicle of development whose wheels are greased with a vocabulary of bottom-up 

discourse” (1997, 249). 

 The next step in finding the local contexts for standardized documents is to 

reimagine the notions of scale (Carr and Lempert 2016; Gupta 2012; Tsing 2000; Tsing 

2005; Tsing 2012) inherent in bureaucracy. With an international audience, these 

documents are produced with attention to a local-global scale. Often separated from 

history and politics, bureaucratic development plans can shift locations simply by 

changing the nation’s name (Ferguson 1994). The local is entrenched within the global. 

By moving toward a concept of nonscalability (Tsing 2012), we can find the specific 
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histories and contexts of the Nigerian documents and their localized voices. 

Distinguishing the Lagos State-local from the federal-local pushes against the 

development institution-based project of modernization. In doing so, the unified state, 

international development, bureaucratic constructs, and modernization itself are 

questioned critically. Nigerian federal documents, even in their localized voice, continue 

to produce the unified state. The writers at the federal level (mostly in the Vision 20: 

2020 document, and less so in the Highway Manual) present Nigerian history as one of 

unity and progress. Even when the writers address the fractured past, they quickly 

attempt to move forward alongside the local audience. 

 The Lagos State documents employ a different localized voice than the federal 

documents. In their presentation of history and authority, the writers at the Lagos State 

level critique past administrations and refer to specific times and places (including the 

federal government’s transition from Lagos to Abuja). This localized voice emerges as 

markedly different from the federal localized voice. Without a reinterpretation of scale, 

this distinction would not be possible; by approaching the nonscalability of localized 

bureaucracy, cultural contexts can be brought to light. Although bureaucratic documents 

are standardized and formalized, specifically local contexts remain deeply embedded 

within the text. In Nigerian development planning, the local contexts of bureaucratic 

documents reenact and negotiate history and authority as it differs between the federal 

government in Abuja and the Lagos State Government. 
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