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With a deep sigh, I looked up from my laptop and surveyed my surround-
ings. Scattered across my desk were disheveled piles of brochures, World Bank 
reports, a battered notebook, and Xeroxed masters theses. My laptop screen, too, 
was littered with dozens of open files and websites, including an online repository, 
accessed via intranet, that contained hundreds of archived PowerPoint files and 
other institutional documents. In this sea of materials, it was hard to keep my own 
file—and my broader mission—straight. Just a few weeks earlier, in March of 
2006, I had begun a stage (internship) at APIX, Senegal’s national investment-pro-
motion agency.1 Housed in an elegantly appointed building just a few blocks from 
the president’s residence, APIX fashioned itself as the vanguard of state governance 
and innovative policymaking in contemporary Senegal. It thus seemed an ideal 
ethnographic site from which to consider the re-making of the state after struc-
tural adjustment, a state that was paradoxically configured as both a hindrance to 
and a medium for neoliberal economic reform in Africa. I had been particularly 
interested in probing the substance of the state: in making ethnographic sense of 
how state officials made their institution, their mission, and their own daily work 
tangible and present in an era of largely eroded state power and legitimacy. 
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With this ambition in mind, I had spent the first several weeks of my stage 
shadowing staff members, studying reports and promotional materials, and fa-
miliarizing myself with office routines and investment regulations. After I settled 
into my makeshift desk, Elhadji, my supervisor and new office mate, gave me my 
first official assignment: to assemble a PowerPoint presentation for his upcoming 
presentation to potential investors in South Africa. To produce the presentation, 
I had to log onto the agency’s password-protected intranet archive. This heavily 
trafficked online repository was filled with hundreds, perhaps even thousands, of 
PowerPoint files, composed in almost a dozen languages, including French, Arabic, 
English, Spanish, and Italian. The slides described APIX’s founding and mission, 
the agency’s structure and investment procedures, and its grand projections for 
economic growth. Many of the slides proved remarkably uniform in content and 
design, echoing the same tale of a streamlined state and an economy ripe for in-
vestment. Yet they also contained fascinating discrepancies and inaccuracies: na-
tional and household economic statistics and general population estimates varied 
widely, for instance, as did anticipated dates for Senegal’s economic “emergence,” 
information about the dependability of electricity and other infrastructures, and 
details about investment sectors. It was not just the repository that was over-
whelming; though I never admitted it to Elhadji at the time, in truth I had never 
even used PowerPoint before arriving at APIX. And so I found myself scrambling 
that afternoon not only to piece together incompatible economic data and find 
ethnographic footing in the hectic office but also to grasp the basics of this unfa-
miliar presentation program.

Sensing my mounting frustration, Elhadji came to stand beside me. A char-
ismatic man in his mid-forties, Elhadji had a quick wit and spoke English with an 
accent that might easily be mistaken as American. His parents had worked for the 
United Nations when he was a child, so he had moved around the African conti-
nent frequently. After finishing lycée (French-style high school) in Dakar, his fam-
ily had assumed that he would follow in his father’s footsteps and head to France 
to study, just as many of his peers were doing at the time. But Elhadji saw himself 
as an intellectual trendsetter and instead persuaded his parents to send him to 
university in Canada. After completing his degree, he worked in the private sector 
in Canada and then briefly in California, where he honed his skills as a captivating 
presenter and savvy businessman. By the time he arrived at the embryonic APIX 
in the early years of the new millennium, he had built a reputation as an innovator 
and a PowerPoint guru of sorts. And so, with the air of a seasoned guide, Elhadji 
put a firm hand on my shoulder and offered some advice. By this point, he had 
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spent several days patiently fielding my questions, guiding my searches, putting me 
in touch with colleagues, and directing me back to the online repository. But as 
his eyes scanned the physical and virtual clutter that surrounded me, he could tell 
I was still adrift. “It’s simple, Caroline,” he coached me. “Above all, our job is just 
to guide the investor. No one will want to invest if the structure appears heavy 
[lourd]. So keep things lightweight [léger].” 

Though I did not realize it at the time, this mentoring exchange would come 
to shape my thinking about state-making and technological development in con-
temporary Senegal. APIX is a relatively small but influential state agency charged 
with mediating between (mostly foreign) investors and the Senegalese ministry 
system, frequently cast by foreigners and Senegalese alike as cumbersome and 
opaque. It is a quintessential information-age bureaucracy (see Dean 2002): staff 
members’ routines revolve around the collection, consolidation, packaging, and 
distribution of information, framed as an unequivocal social good that can pave 
the way for economic investment and, by extension, a deepening of democratic 
governance. During my time there, employees spent their days meeting with po-
tential investors and assisting them with paperwork, perfecting presentations for 
trips abroad, sketching investment “roadmaps,” and collaborating with offices and 
agencies across the city and beyond. By keeping things “lightweight,” as Elhadji had 
admonished me to do, my colleagues managed to extract, bundle, and circulate in-
formation more quickly, widely, and effectively and, in turn, to project a particular 
vision of the Senegalese state. Administrators and staff thus worked relentlessly to 
rid their office spaces, investment pitches, and organizational structures of bulk 
and clutter. PowerPoint, I quickly realized, proved critical to this effort. The pro-
gram’s design demanded that staff members condense complex truths about Sene-
gal’s economy and state into crisp bullet points. And it allowed for a performance 
and circulation of that information that broke with colonial-era bureaucratic con-
ventions, rendering information transportable and ephemeral.

Taking Elhadji’s advice seriously, this article traces the ascendancy of weight-
lessness as an aspirational material property in this information-driven bureau-
cracy. During the past two decades, anthropologists have written extensively 
about the “tyranny of transparency” (Strathern 2000) that has come to shape 
bureaucratic cultures and social life more broadly. They have documented how 
various instruments and techniques used to generate transparency—from digital 
mapping projects in Nairobi’s slums (Poggiali 2016) to e-governance strategies in 
India (Mazzarella 2006)—in fact produce uneven and often paradoxical effects 
(see also Ballestero 2012; Hetherington 2011; Hull 2012b; Sharma 2013; Thomson 
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2012; West and Sanders 2003). By highlighting the instability of transparency as an 
institutional goal and cultural concept, this body of scholarship also illuminates the 
ways in which contemporary governance is inextricable from both the ideological 
and material realities of media and technology. In Senegal, the tension between 
what is seen or disclosed (zahir) and what is hidden or not visible (batin)—both 
concepts borrowed from Arabic—has long animated religious and social life (Bug-
genhagen 2010, 2014; Roberts and Roberts 2003). Concerns with transparency 
and opacity certainly stood at the forefront of APIX’s agenda and routines. But it 
was my colleagues’ keen attention to weightlessness, transparency’s twin property, 
one might say, that caught my attention. If we define transparency as the “visual 
quality that an object is said to have if one can see beyond it to something of 
greater interest—in this case, information” (Hetherington 2011, 153), we might 
think of weightlessness as the material quality that makes this information trans-
portable, transferrable, and consumable. 

My conceptualization of weightlessness builds on the work of Tim Ingold 
(2007), who writes against scholarly tendencies to theorize materiality without 
attending carefully to materials and their properties. For Ingold, properties are 
not innate and objective attributes of things, but rather emerge relationally in the 
flux of everyday life and over time. “In that sense,” he explains, “every quality is 
a condensed story. To describe the properties of materials is to tell the stories of 
what happens to them as they flow, mix, and mutate” (Ingold 2007, 14). In this 
essay, then, I approach weightlessness as a history of relations and transformations 
that have deep and consequential effects. That history, I argue, has something im-
portant to tell us about how technological development, postcolonial statecraft, 
and business cultures enmesh over time in unexpected ways. I begin by situating 
both PowerPoint and the APIX state form within the same geohistorical current. 
I consider how weightlessness emerged within this current as a persuasive and 
desirable property, and I then trace how efforts to coax forth weightlessness shape 
everyday state practice and media forms. Throughout the essay, I pay careful atten-
tion to the relentless fluctuations in material substance and heft that characterized 
PowerPoint practice. 

Two important insights emerge. First, it becomes clear that PowerPoint is 
not simply a technology of the state, a means of communicating about the state, 
deployed by the state. Instead, I argue here that this ascendant state form and this 
banal office software are in fact inextricable from each other. To tell the story 
of PowerPoint’s emergence in Senegal, then, also means to tell the story of state 
restructuring, global migration, bureaucratic documentation regimes, and the 
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resilience of oral performance. It also means to take seriously Brenda Chalfin’s 
(2010) admonition that we carefully consider the ways in which state authority 
and presence have been dramatically transformed by decades of austerity and open 
market reforms, rather than assume a temporality of decay and decline (see also 
Boone 1990; Clark 2005; Elyachar 2005; Hibou 2004; Roitman 2005). My van-
tage point within APIX offered particular insights into the emergent role of states 
as “entrepreneurial subjects” responsible for branding the nation to attract global 
capital (Graan 2013), an increasingly pervasive phenomenon throughout the Global 
North and South (Badaró 2020; Jansen 2008; Kaneva 2011; Manning 2010). As 
institutions like APIX crop up in Africa and around the world—there are in fact 
hundreds of affiliated investment agencies of this sort—we require careful ethno-
graphic work to understand how local and global imperatives, histories, and vocab-
ularies are melded and fused to produce new state forms, and how these emergent 
governing bodies come to shape policy and engage internationally. 

Second, we come to see that these technologies and governing structures are 
not merely imported from the Global North, reinterpreted and adapted for use in 
the Global South. Instead, by placing their work squarely in the flux and flow of 
these material exchanges, APIX staff members cast themselves as legitimate ex-
perts, subverting narratives that presume Africa’s peripherality to the grand nar-
rative of technological and political innovation. In this way, Elhadji’s instructive 
words and guiding hand subtly reiterated my status as an apprentice within this 
global workspace and recentered APIX as a hub of knowledge production and in-
struction. Proceeding from this perspective, this essay considers what we might 
learn about state-making, technological development, and African innovation by 
training our ethnographic gaze on everyday efforts to “keep things lightweight.”

ORIGIN STORIES

First unveiled by Microsoft in 1990, PowerPoint is now reportedly installed 
on more than 1 billion computers around the world (Parks 2012, np). It began to 
take shape in the 1980s, when self-proclaimed creator Robert Gaskins and his 
colleagues fused the logics and aesthetics of 35mm slide presentations, flip charts, 
and overhead transparencies with the emergent capacity of Windows and Macin-
tosh computing systems to build a program that designed transparencies for laser 
printing (Gaskins 2012, 120–22). By the early 1990s, it had evolved into a rudi-
mentary graphics program that prepared identically formatted slides for projection 
using a computer. PowerPoint’s swift advance marked the culmination of rapid ad-
vancements in personal computing, growing sets of complex data, and institutional 
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imperatives to synthesize and repackage information for an interdisciplinary audi-
ence. Not only were users able to streamline complexity to communicate across 
departmental or institutional boundaries using PowerPoint, but the files were eas-
ily portable and thus facilitated local and even global collaboration, exchange, and 
movement. One of its most notable innovations, according to Gaskins (2012, 85), 
was that it empowered the presenter to take individual control over the presenta-
tion. No longer was there a need to rely on assistants or other intermediaries to 
tediously produce 35mm slides or transparencies by hand. Instead, individual users 
could themselves tinker with ready-made templates, trim unruly data into tidy 
bullet points, and import clip art for visual effect. What resulted was a novel way 
of bundling information into “presentations,” the cornerstone of business culture 
beginning in the 1980s and 1990s, according to Gaskins. And so, by the 1990s, 
PowerPoint had cemented itself as “a cog in the great machine,” becoming a global 
powerhouse with 95 percent market control (Parker 2001). What once was an 
underdog startup venture with dubious economic potential had quickly solidified 
into a standard mode of communication adopted by national governments, inter-
national and nongovernmental organizations, educators, and private-sector firms 
around the world.

Yet while PowerPoint is an indisputably pervasive feature of many anthropol-
ogists’ field and worksites, there has been scant ethnographic research on this pro-
gram, its artifacts and performances, and its powerful effects on institutional life 
and the production of knowledge.2 If we do not entirely “see right through” Pow-
erPoint slides and practices as users and researchers, counting on them to quickly 
and transparently convey information, we typically dismiss them as hopelessly re-
ductive and uncreative, or as a troubling sign of the increasing corporatization of 
our work environments and routines.3 During my early days at APIX, I likewise 
gave very little thought to PowerPoint’s material and ideological ascendancy at the 
agency. I suppose I had imagined the program as a straightforward Western import 
that had arrived there belatedly, carried to Dakar along a current of refurbished 
keyboards, modems, and floppy disks, or tucked into the briefcase of an expatriate 
employed at an international organization in the city. Much of the scholarly and 
popular literature on the rise of Information Communication Technologies (ICTs) 
in Africa has described precisely this kind of North-South diffusion.4 In such ac-
counts, Africa frequently figures as a vibrant secondhand market for electronic 
goods or as a site of technological reconfiguration, but not necessarily of primary 
invention or production, a point Clapperton Chakanetsa Mavhunga (2017) makes 
clear in the introduction to his edited volume on Africa and technology. Driven 
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by material lack, infrastructural instability, and cultural ingenuity, enterprising 
Africans adapt Western devices, platforms, and practices to local contexts, indig-
enizing their meanings and functions, elaborating unexpected possibilities, and 
repositioning Africa as a continent on the brink of economic, political, and techno-
logical transformation (Archambault 2017; Burrell 2012; de Bruijn 2009; Donner 
2007). Julie Soleil Archambault (2017), for instance, has demonstrated the com-
plexities of technological uptake in urban Mozambique, exploring young people’s 
ambivalent but ingenious incorporation of cell phones into their everyday lives and 
relationships. In the hands of these youth, technology designed elsewhere takes 
on very specific local meanings and purposes, and both technology and intimacy 
are altered in the process. Likewise, Jonathan Donner’s (2007) work explores the 
strategic use of cell phone “missed calls” to communicate predetermined messages, 
pointing at the capacity of Rwandans’ technological practice to shake up cell-phone 
design and marketing practices more broadly.5 

 These frameworks offer an essential theoretical and political intervention, 
restoring agency to African users, but they did not prove particularly helpful for 
making sense of my APIX colleagues’ engagements with PowerPoint. For those 
with whom I worked, PowerPoint had not made its way belatedly to the Afri-
can continent, and APIX staff were not simply putting a Senegalese touch on an 
imported Western invention. Quite to the contrary, APIX executives described 
themselves and their agency as intimately implicated in PowerPoint’s emergence. 
Just as PowerPoint was gathering form and taking off in the 1980s and 1990s, so, 
too, were structural adjustment reforms in Senegal. These reforms would help 
spur the creation of APIX in later decades, but they first dismantled legacies of 
dependable public-sector employment, spurred rapid urbanization, and sharply de-
valued the regional currency, sparking economic and social upheaval (Melly 2017). 
As a direct result, migration abroad intensified, especially to the United States 
(Diop 2008; Riccio 2005). This was particularly the case for cosmopolitan elites 
like Elhadji, who used their economic advantage to (temporarily) escape conditions 
at home, fueling la fuite des cerveaux (brain drain) from the continent. With few 
exceptions, APIX’s top-level administrators had attended university in the United 
States, Canada, or France during this time, where they studied business, finance, 
international development, English, or marketing.6 After completing their degrees, 
most of them accepted positions in various private-sector offices and worked for 
several years before returning to Senegal. It was within these companies that APIX 
employees first encountered and contributed to an embryonic PowerPoint culture, 
honing skills, developing vocabularies, and accumulating experiences that they 
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would come to draw on later. And it was there—in the Senegalese diaspora—
where they began to reconsider what both the Senegalese state and bureaucratic 
work could look like.7

Many of my APIX colleagues felt impelled to return to Senegal after the 
landmark election of President Abdoulaye Wade in 2000. Wade’s political ascen-
dancy marked the end of forty years of single-party rule, and it ushered in a new 
era of national optimism built on intensified neoliberal reform (see Diouf 2013). 
Launched just months after Wade’s election, APIX was one of the most visible 
instantiations of these aspirations. It was a hybrid institution of sorts: it was assem-
bled by the World Bank using an existing template, built on the remnants of an 
earlier state program, and situated outside Senegal’s conventional ministry system, 
with the agency’s director general and her staff reporting directly to the president 
rather than a minister.8 The agency is currently a member of the World Bank 
Group’s Multinational Investment Guarantee Agency (MIGA). MIGA member or-
ganizations throughout the world, currently totaling more than four hundred (not 
all of which are affiliated with nation-states), are given access to expertise and 
resources aimed at creating, maintaining, and promoting a business-friendly envi-
ronment in any context. A quick glance at a handful of websites managed by other 
MIGA members reveals the profound similarity in approach and form shared by 
member organizations—from the “one-stop-shop” concept to the designation and 
promotion of “priority sectors.” Thus, APIX is at once culturally distinct, tethered 
tightly to Senegalese democratic traditions and structures, and yet astonishingly 
similar in form to many other contemporary offices like it. In their presentations, 
APIX executives spoke little of the World Bank’s role, preferring to celebrate the 
agency as an achievement of the Senegalese state, even as they adopted global pri-
orities and vocabularies to deliver these presentations. 

Luring investment to Senegal—a country with scant natural resources, a 
largely “unskilled” labor force, and relatively few proficient English speakers—was 
no easy task. With so many developing countries “opened up” by pro-market re-
forms during the past two decades, it was challenging to convince foreign investors 
to build an enterprise in Senegal when they could invest in more developed and 
promising markets. During the time of my stage and in the years that followed, 
foreign direct-investment (FDI) rates thus remained relatively flat and accounted 
for a tiny proportion of the country’s gross domestic product (see Figure 1), as 
was the case even in African countries with more established foreign-investment 
circuits. What did set Senegal apart, my colleagues believed, were its strong dem-
ocratic traditions and its long-standing commitment to regulatory reforms. And 
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so APIX executives focused their efforts on simplifying legal codes, streamlining 
processes, and devising ways to “accompany the investor” through an unfamiliar 
and assumedly precarious economic terrain. 

Figure 1. Foreign Direct Investment (2000–2010), net inflows (percentage of GDP), comparing 
Senegal with Kenya, South Africa, Ethiopia, and Ghana. Data courtesy of World Bank 

Indicator. Figure courtesy of Doug Wright.

My APIX interlocutors quickly identified PowerPoint as central to this work. 
“We have always used PowerPoint here,” Elhadji boasted during my initial tour of 
the headquarters. PowerPoint, he explained, offered an ideal means of organizing 
and relaying information for potential investors, who themselves were presumed 
adept users. So convinced was he of the transformative potential of the software 
that Elhadji had even brought in a PowerPoint “expert” to hold a workshop for 
staff members during the agency’s infancy. The consultant introduced them to 
particular aesthetic conventions, suggesting things like the standardized use of a 
singular, clear font that would make slides legible to the audience. “This also al-
lows us to share the slides within the office more easily,” he added. APIX staff 
members adopted these suggestions with zeal, Elhadji recounted, certain that this 
routinized and standardized aesthetic would streamline office practice and extend 
the agency’s reach. At the same time, employees saw PowerPoint as a platform for 
experimentation, one that enabled them to assert their personal styles and business 
acumen in globally legible ways. PowerPoint file making was nothing like the more 
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mundane bureaucratic tasks of filling in forms or writing formal letters, Elhadji 
insisted to me. As another colleague, Moussa, explained, “PowerPoint allows me 
to apply my skills. I couldn’t do this kind of creative work in a ministry office.” 
PowerPoint, in other words, signaled a new kind of aspirational state practice, one 
centered (at least ostensibly) on creativity, innovation, and extrovertedness, rather 
than on rote form-following and provincialized state politics. It enabled staff mem-
bers to link postcolonial governance with technology and business culture in visi-
ble and tangible ways.

Writing about various ruined architectural landmarks of postwar Monro-
via, Liberia, Danny Hoffman (2017, 87) has argued that modernist architecture 
“belongs in and to African cities no less than to cities anywhere on the planet.” 
Monrovia’s monumental spaces—and their excesses, aspirations, and inaccessi-
bilities—are not peripheral to the modernist project, but rather integral to and 
constitutive of it. Similarly, my APIX colleagues did not see PowerPoint as an im-
ported tool that they belatedly adopted and vernacularized to suit their African 
environs. Instead, they imagined themselves as contributing in early and important 
ways to the program’s global ascendancy. As they tinkered with a fledgling Pow-
erPoint program in offices and institutions throughout the diaspora, future APIX 
executives were in fact experimenting with modes of working, collaborating, and 
presenting ideas that they would soon use to reimagine the Senegalese state. “I 
always knew I would return to Senegal,” said Sidi, whom everyone called “the 
American” for his tall stature and years spent living in the United States. “And so 
I learned as much as I could [in the United States] so I could build things here.” 
This perspective forces a crucial shift: “Instead of being a mere user,” Mavhunga 
(2014, 16) has persuasively argued in his work on African technological develop-
ment, “the African becomes a designer who makes technology, not just someone 
who appropriates or (mis)uses incoming technology.” Diasporic networks become 
critical “transient workspaces,” borrowing from Mavhunga, in which innovators 
work out global technological futures. 

It was amid these frenetic encounters and transfers that weight began to 
emerge as a distinctly consequential property, one that could determine how effec-
tively and expansively information could move across institutional and nation-state 
boundaries, and how, in turn, the Senegalese state was perceived as a global ac-
tor. These preoccupations with weight were informed by international discourse 
about economic development and good governance, by everyday engagement with 
technologies like PowerPoint, and by national anxieties and aspirations. They were 
also implicitly shaped, perhaps, by cultural conceptions that linked heaviness (diis) 
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with difficulty and burden, and lightness (woyof ) with openness and friendliness, 
though my colleagues never articulated these connections in any precise way.9 In 
what follows, I examine how APIX staff members coax forth weightlessness and 
to what effect.

COAXING WEIGHTLESSNESS

Situated on a quiet, tree-lined street a short walk from the presidential pal-
ace, APIX’s stately headquarters stands as a testament to a new kind of African 
state. Many Senegalese ministries are housed in aging independence-era structures 
that are dimly lit, poorly ventilated, and sparsely furnished. People from various 
economic and social backgrounds shuffle through these spaces each day, as they 
file petitions, pay fees, seek official stamps, or request documents. In stark con-
trast, APIX’s headquarters is not open to the general public; visitors must have a 
prearranged appointment to proceed past the uniformed guards at the agency’s 
entrance (see Figure 2). By signaling out and catering to a global elite, these spaces 
make a bold statement about the level of attention and care an investor—not the 
country’s citizenry as a whole—can expect from the Senegalese government. Once 
inside, guests sip Nescafé and browse glossy brochures in the reception area, where 
contemporary paintings by renowned local artists share wall space with brightly 
colored posters promoting Senegal as an ideal investment destination. Heavy doors 
lead into the main services area, called the “One-Stop Shop” (Le Guichet Unique), 
where a young and predominantly female staff interfaces directly with potential 
and current investors (see Figure 2). Here, blank forms and promotional materials 
are kept in short, neat stacks on meticulously ordered shelves. Investor dossiers are 
filed away out of sight; a few are discreetly pulled out at a time and kept in small 
tidy stacks on desks or photocopied, reviewed, and replaced. In adjoining offices, 
representatives from various government bodies—including the Ministry of Jus-
tice, the Ministry of Finances and Budget (MEFP), the Ministry of Labor, and the 
African Organization for Intellectual Property (OAPI), and Customs—circulate 
in and out throughout the day, dispensing expertise, collecting documents, and 
issuing approval at various points in the investment process. A short hallway leads 
to the agency’s “documentation center,” a small but welcoming space that boasts 
elegant shelves filled with World Bank documents, brightly colored promotional 
materials, master’s theses, and quarterly reports, all tidily ordered and perpetually 
weeded out. To the left, a sweeping staircase leads to spacious upstairs conference 
rooms and amply appointed administrators’ offices. Here, too, paperwork is largely 
contained from view, filed away in cabinets or stored in digital form. 
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Figure 2. Entrance to the Agence pour la promotion des investissements et des grands travaux 
(Agency for the Promotion of Investments and Major Works, or APIX) headquarters.

These open layouts are intended to appeal to an international clientele, pro-
mote teamwork among senior staff members, and enable collaboration with repre-
sentatives from other public and private-sector offices throughout the city. “Team 
members” are expected to work together on projects, to troubleshoot when prob-
lems arise, and to “do a little bit of everything,” in the words of one staff member, 
rather than focus solely on their own workload and duties. In our conversations, 
APIX staff took pride in the fact that meetings at the agency began on time, dead-
lines were firm, and standards of performance were exacting, “just like in Amer-
ican corporations.” One employee described to me the great satisfaction he gained 
from working for an organization where results were “immediate and visible” in 
ways they would not be within a ministry office. 

I spent much of my time among the agency’s airy and fluid second-floor of-
fices. I shared an office with Elhadji, PowerPoint facilitator extraordinaire, and 
Moussa, a young, tech-savvy associate who worked on the communications team. 
Moussa was excited to be able to translate his skills in marketing and design into 
state work—tinkering with layouts for promotional materials, helping produce ra-
dio advertisements, collaborating on translations, and, of course, assembling Pow-
erPoint presentations. “APIX is constantly working to anticipate the future and 
to figure out what tools we need to communicate effectively with the public,” 
Moussa explained early in my tenure at the agency. This stood in stark contrast to 
typical state offices, which he and his colleagues perpetually cast as slow to inno-
vate. On one particular afternoon, Moussa was busily preparing to launch a new 
initiative that would use text messages (SMS) to alert investors, media, and other 
relevant parties about APIX developments or upcoming events. This strategy, he 
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proclaimed, would enable the agency to “occupy space” (occuper l’espace) in entirely 
new ways. In contrast to posters or newspaper advertisements of yore, text mes-
sages transmitted information in targeted, sophisticated, and relevant ways. They 
permeated networks effectively and dissipated quickly, leaving behind no material 
trace. 

APIX’s streamlined spaces and Moussa’s text-messaging campaign, I argue, 
form part of a broader effort to transform the materiality of bureaucracy at the 
agency. Paperwork is, perhaps, the most salient sign of bureaucratic life (Gupta 
2012, 143; see also Hull 2012a; Weber 2009), and it was a sign that deeply trou-
bled APIX staff members. As a spate of rich ethnographic work has explored, doc-
umentary practices are a crucial technique for imposing rational order and cul-
tivating modern habits and institutions, particularly in colonial and postcolonial 
contexts (Das and Poole 2004; Gitelman 2014; Göpfert 2013; Gordillo 2006; Hull 
2012a, 2012b; Navaro-Yashin 2007; Tarlo 2003; Weber 2009). For Bruno Latour 
(1986), documents achieve these feats by “deflating” vast troves of information, 
much of it contradictory or complexly nuanced, into tight paragraphs, tidy charts, 
and clean graphs. It is through the process of inscription, as Latour calls it, that 
the document itself—and not the complex practices, technologies, relationships, 
and negotiations it distills and encodes—comes to have social worth, agency, and 
mobility. Inscription thus involves a distillation and physical compression of the 
material record, which enables, in turn, a more effective circulation of informa-
tion. PowerPoint, I argue, plays a key role at APIX in continued processes of the 
inscription of information.

Despite its quite modern surfaces, APIX has inherited this institutional em-
phasis on bureaucratic documentary practice. Indeed, during my research years, 
formal processes of investment in Senegal involved a good deal of paper. Just as 
the file is regarded as the “workhorse” of Pakistani postcolonial bureaucracy (Hull 
2012b, 113) and “the critical unit that organizes bureaucratic life” in contemporary 
India (Gupta 2012), so, too, did the dossier form the cornerstone of APIX office 
practice. Investors were required to assemble a physical dossier—which included 
criminal records, tax forms, declaration forms, information about assets, and proof 
of capital—and to deposit this collection of physical paperwork in person or (in 
the case of some foreign or diasporic investors) by proxy.10 These dossiers circu-
lated through and beyond APIX’s walls, linking various state offices. APIX is also 
a key node in the mobilization of various other kinds of documents, including bro-
chures, posters, standardized forms, official letters, memos and other interoffice 
communications, and reports. Staff members of all ranks spent a significant part of 
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their days filtering, filing, hauling, studying, retrieving, approving, signing, stamp-
ing, rejecting, destroying, and photocopying paperwork. 

All this paper provoked a great deal of anxiety. APIX staff members fre-
quently spoke of their fears that paper would pile up and clutter the agency’s mod-
ern and appealing offices, that dossiers would be misplaced or that document prac-
tices would stall, slowing down the office. Potential or current investors, in turn, 
would be turned off by what they would see as a bumbling and outmoded bureau-
cracy. One afternoon, for instance, I was shadowing Bintou, a staff member in the 
One-Stop Shop, as she worked directly with clients depositing dossiers. When one 
potential investor came in to add a missing document to his file, Bintou quietly 
excused herself and a hushed but frantic search ensued, as the dossier was nowhere 
to be found. Though Bintou eventually managed to track down the file—it had 
gotten wedged inside another dossier and traveled upstairs with a stack of paper—
the incident spurred Bintou’s manager to begin the afternoon’s staff meeting with 
a discussion of changes they might make to avoid similar mishaps in the future. 
As I have written about in greater detail elsewhere (Melly 2017), keeping papers 
moving and avoiding bureaucratic embouteillages (bottlenecks) was a critical daily 
preoccupation during the time of my research. To help facilitate paper flow and 
avoid tie-ups, various ministry offices, such as the Senegalese customs office, have 
installed representatives in satellite offices that cluster around the One-Stop Shop, 
as I gestured to above. In this way, both the institutional layout and daily routines 
have been profoundly structured by the necessary presence of paper and by the 
looming threat of unruly piles. These institutional bottlenecks, Moussa explained 
one day, were a legacy of French colonialism: Though colonial paperwork practices 
helped to organize and legitimize the postcolonial state, he said, they also made 
the institution “heavy” (lourd) and slow. In this sense, documents and dossiers were 
for my APIX colleagues as much a sign of modernity’s arrival (Riles 2006) as they 
portended its imminent unraveling. 

Paper thus remained comparatively absent from APIX’s physical spaces and 
future-focused imaginaries, even if it was always there. My colleagues made ex-
plicit that these containment policies formed part of a concerted effort to distin-
guish the agency from conventional ministry offices, where disorganized piles of 
paper are perhaps the most striking feature of the workspace, and where tedious 
and all-consuming concerns about paper itself are thought to distract state workers 
from effecting “real” change. On several occasions, I overheard APIX staff workers 
chide their colleagues for their lax attention to the documents spread or stacked 
on their desks. “This is not a ministry office!” some would quip, seemingly in jest. 
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Similarly, when I would return from meetings or interviews at other government 
offices in the city, my colleagues would sometimes jokingly inquire about how 
much paper I encountered while there or how long I’d spent just waiting around. 
Staff members imagined their work as an antidote to the kind of bureaucratic 
“red tape” that Gupta (2012) describes. For Gupta, the work of bureaucratic writ-
ing—and the unevenness and arbitrariness of inclusion, redistribution, and care 
that writing processes necessarily entail—inflicts a kind of structural violence on 
the lives of the poor. My APIX colleagues, by contrast, worried more about the 
materiality of paper—its physical and visual weight, its uneven and strained move-
ments—and its impacts on investors and state workers themselves.

Figure 3. Le Guichet Unique [The “One Stop Shop”]. Promotional photo of Le Bureau d’Appui à 
la création d’entreprise (the Business Creation Support Bureau, or BCE).  

Note the relatively contained presence of paper.

In a sense, PowerPoint offered a technique to further compress the state’s 
material record—for turning paper into less paper—and for loosening the agency 
from the grip of postcolonial bureaucracy. But distilling decades of often vague 
and incompatible information into clean charts and simple bullet points required 
a lot of work and a bit of creative decision-making.11 While working to proofread 
and edit a colleague’s English PowerPoint presentation one afternoon, I encoun-
tered a slide that estimated Senegal’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita 
to be about $500 US dollars. This seemed out of sync with another presentation 
I had completed just the week before, and so I began to dig more deeply, pulling 
up previous presentations and doing online database searches. I quickly uncovered 
dozens of different estimates that ranged anywhere from a few hundred dollars to 
nearly two thousand dollars. When I asked Elhadji for advice on how to proceed, 
he obligingly picked up his phone and called the director of the agency’s docu-
mentation center downstairs. After the two men had chatted amicably about their 
families, traffic jams, and a recent soccer game, Elhadji asked the director if he had 
an updated GDP figure. The call ended quickly thereafter, and Elhadji reported 
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that there was no consensus. After all, he explained, statistics like these varied 
widely in a country where it was difficult to draw the boundaries around the for-
mal economy. Peering at my laptop screen, Elhadji pointed to the figure $1,700—
which I had drawn from the CIA World FactBook—and suggested I simply delete 
the “1” and leave it at $700. That figure seemed more credible ( fiable), he said, 
especially since the dollar had recently fallen. It fell in line with many of the other 
recent presentations in the online repository. $1,700, he worried, might seem too 
ambitious a figure and leave investors skeptical of APIX’s pitch, while anything 
lower might deter investors who did not have experience working in low-income 
countries. A “credible” figure in this instance simply meant an inconspicuous one, 
one that faded into the background without attracting sustained scrutiny.

Staff members also exploited PowerPoint’s crisp bullet-point form and 
eye-catching graphics to produce an unambiguous portrait of economic possibility 
and political reform in Senegal. In anticipation of an upcoming investment pitch 
in Spain, for instance, Elhadji prepared a slide that he titled “Key Dates.” In crisp 
yellow text set against a dark blue background, he assembled half a dozen im-
portant historical events. He had made some of the entries larger than others, he 
told me, to reflect their relative importance in Senegal’s history. Interestingly, the 
largest entry—larger even than Senegal’s independence—was “1994: Devaluation 
of Currency—Turning Point.” When I pressed, Elhadji explained that he intended 
to focus on this point in his presentation, as it would hold the most interest for the 
potential investors in attendance. Devaluation, he continued, had been un épreuve (a 
hardship, a trial) that had tested Senegal’s fortitude, but it had also paved the way 
for APIX’s interventions (see also Melly 2013). This explanation did not surprise 
me, as Elhadji often spoke of currency devaluation as transformative. Thanks to 
the stylistic affordances of PowerPoint, he was able to frame a particular historical 
narrative that placed economic liberalization and APIX itself at the center of the 
story.

Economic austerity and neoliberal restructuring have met with plenty of 
skepticism and resistance in Senegal (see Melly 2013), both in the general public 
and among political factions and more conventional ministry offices. But Pow-
erPoint helped transform the variation, ambiguity, and uncertainty at the heart 
of these controversial projects into clear and confident bullet points. APIX staff 
members also used PowerPoint to provide potential investors with an overview 
of the investment process in Senegal. They crafted flowchart-style slides that de-
scribed the evolution and movement of the investor dossier, presenting the pro-
cess as seamless, predictable, and without bureaucratic bottlenecks. They then 
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uploaded these presentations onto the agency’s website or projected them during 
investment pitches. In these instances, PowerPoint files rendered visible and trans-
parent APIX’s everyday activities, expectations, and structure, thus fulfilling the 
agency’s mission of relaying information, guiding and “accompanying” the investor, 
and keeping the state out of the way of the “real” work of economic transfor-
mation. They channeled the audience members’ attention, guiding them through 
presentations, but also offering potential investors an institutional map for navi-
gating the investment process. Indeed, the sparse and graphic form of PowerPoint 
itself helped produce a vision of the streamlined state and its partners for potential 
investors and APIX staff members alike. Moreover, stashed from view on the agen-
cy’s intranet, PowerPoint files did not clutter offices in the ways that official re-
ports, investment forms, and brochures threatened to do. Executives downloaded 
and stored PowerPoint files on USB drives, which could easily be stowed in a 
briefcase or suit pocket and carried along on an investment pitch abroad, accompa-
nied by just one or two APIX staff members. In this way, PowerPoint had enabled 
a vision of the state that was compact and spectacularly portable, tailored precisely 
to an international clientele.

One afternoon, however, as the lights flickered in our downtown office, I was 
reminded of just how tenuous these aspirations of compressed state presence and 
global portability really were. Electricity outages, which staff members typically 
cast as an effect of the “incomplete” privatization of public assets, occurred quite 
often during the time of my research.12 Bracing themselves for another disruption, 
my office mates rushed to produce backup copies of the PowerPoint presentations 
and other projects on which they had been working. In an instant, the large com-
munal printer in the hallway outside my office whirred to life, sputtering piles of 
paper. As I watched my colleagues return to their desks with arms full of printed 
presentations and documents, I marveled at the amount of paper this supposedly 
weightless state required after all. In an era of unrelenting economic austerity, in-
frastructural overload, and meager economic growth, APIX’s ambitions for an un-
fettered state existed in uneasy tension with bureaucracy-as-usual. What resulted 
was a very complex and incomplete transformation of the state’s material and ideo-
logical form, one that undermined any facile notions of the African state’s seeming 
progress or decay. Indeed, by probing weightlessness ethnographically, we begin to 
perceive both the Senegalese state and PowerPoint as complexly relational forms, 
as caught up in “the processes of the world’s ongoing generation and regeneration” 
(Ingold 2007, 9).



THE WEIGHTLESS STATE

291

PROJECTING THE STATE

Underwhelmed by the bland and predictable presentations I had found in 
APIX’s intranet repository, I set my sights on becoming a PowerPoint innovator 
in the early days of my internship. I’d spend hours searching for compelling clip 
art and experimenting with font and color choices, eager to put my college art 
degree to good use—and perhaps to earn some credibility in my new office. But 
when I unveiled my first presentation draft to Elhadji, he promptly suggested a 
series of changes to bring my slides into alignment with the others in the re-
pository. APIX had adopted Arial as its standard typeface, he explained, because 
studies had shown that it was easier for audiences to read and thus would make 
the state’s message clearer to readers. Bold color choices and unnecessary graph-
ics might likewise distract the audience. Indeed, it quickly became clear that my 
APIX colleagues assembled PowerPoint files with a high degree of restraint rather 
than with a sense of brash creativity. They carefully worded every bullet point, 
cautiously selected each icon. They built their slide presentations on previous files, 
in terms of both form and content, and they saved them anonymously in the in-
tranet database, stripping the files of any sense of clear authorship or singularity. 

Mirco Göpfert (2013) describes the aesthetic pleasures of report writing 
among Nigerien gendarmes, attending in particular to the ways in which they 
open up space for creativity and individual expression amid the confines of bu-
reaucratic form. At APIX, particularly well-crafted PowerPoint slides likewise gar-
nered praise and attention from executive staff members; notably effective slides 
were copied and pasted into future slide decks. But in contrast to the reports 
Göpfert describes, an ideal PowerPoint file was one that called little attention to 
itself or its creator or creators. Instead, a successful PowerPoint slide receded into 
the background, allowing the presentation—and the presenter—to instead take 
center stage. APIX’s most charismatic presenters were skilled at using spare bullet 
points to keep their performances on track, while also embellishing these points 
to engage audience members. They spoke fluently, confidently, and convincingly in 
the language of the audience. Through embodied performance and oratory strat-
egy, APIX executives temporarily and spectacularly expanded the state’s material 
record and presence once again, giving the state a new weight and substance.

Though most presentations took place abroad, I did have the opportu-
nity to attend a few PowerPoint presentations within APIX’s headquarters and 
elsewhere in the city. At all these presentations, storytelling took center stage. 
During a presentation to a visiting contingent of high-ranking Nigerian military 
officials, for instance, Elhadji recited lively tales of Senegal’s first president, the 
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preeminent Léopold Sédar Senghor. Taking his cue from a singular, succinct bul-
let point—“Senghor: Forefather of Independence”—Elhadji unraveled an elaborate 
story of Senghor’s commitment to publicly funded education, global democratic 
engagement, and religious and ethnic tolerance. His narrative seemed to blur the 
mythical and the historical. As he spoke, he drew a clear contrast between the 
sociopolitical histories of Senegal and Nigeria, playfully teasing his military guests 
about their country’s history of coups, ethnic and religious tensions, and corrup-
tion. I shifted somewhat uncomfortably in my seat at his comparisons, worried 
that he might offend his audience, but his guests responded with hearty laughter 
and applause, just as he had anticipated they would. Elhadji was in fact retooling 
a repertoire of joking practices imagined to bridge frictious ethnic and kinship 
divides (Radcliffe-Brown 1940).

Similarly, at an investment fair held at what was then the premier hotel in 
Dakar, Nafissatou used her schooling and professional experiences in Senegal and 
abroad as a means to describe the educational possibilities and challenges facing 
the country’s youth. “It’s often thought that girls should stay at home, find a hus-
band,” she said wryly, coaxing laughter from her all-male, largely South Asian and 
Arab audience. Like Elhadji, Nafissatou used humor to work across cultural and 
gender divides. Dressed in a perfectly starched white boubou and standing in front 
of a brilliantly illuminated screen, the lights dimmed, her physical presence was 
captivating and her stories commanded attention. She contrasted her own transna-
tional educational and professional itinerary with the life of her mother, working 
to tease out larger trends in post-independence education, gender relations, and 
professional development. As she spoke, she painted a compelling picture of an 
African state deeply invested in public education and democratic empowerment, 
enriched by an appreciation of tradition.

Though strikingly modern in many ways, PowerPoint presentations were 
also an accumulation of centuries of performative culture and oral documentary 
practice. To be sure, Elhadji, Nafissatou, and other APIX executives spoke fre-
quently of the presentation skills and approaches they acquired while studying or 
working abroad. But they were also explicit about the fact that oratory artistry 
and display have long animated religious, political, and social life in Senegal. “We 
[Senegalese] tell stories,” Elhadji told me plainly during one of our afternoon chats. 
Senghor once theorized oral culture as “a fundamental aspect of blackness” (cited 
in Mbaye 1990), and such descriptions of nation and orality persist in contempo-
rary Senegal. Elhadji’s lauding of Senghor was reminiscent of Senegal’s griot (géwél, 
in Wolof) performers—musicians, poets, and storytellers noted for their facility 
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with language and charged with preserving cultural history (cosaan) and geneal-
ogies (Tang 2007; see also B. Hoffman 2001). Nafissatou’s recitation of her own 
life story was likewise vaguely reminiscent of female griots’ praise poetry (taasu), 
which often takes on an autobiographical bent (McNee 2000). Griots are caught up 
in a web of patron-client relations: they perform a highly specialized kind of labor 
in exchange for remuneration from families of higher social standing. Their perfor-
mances continue to mark major life transitions like weddings and births, but they 
also infuse political rallies and other public events, keeping ancestors alive, cele-
brating the continuity of lineages, and carrying treasured collective values into the 
present and future. Interestingly, Judith Irvine (1995, 253–54) points out that gri-
ots are traditionally imagined to be “lightweight,” excitable, and theatrical, char-
acter traits thought to complement the “heavy,” measured, and stolid character of 
noble socio-occupational groups and to rouse them to action. APIX’s executives 
are not modern griots, but the ways they approach their work have most cer-
tainly been shaped by centuries of praise-singing, storytelling, oral documentation, 
and patron-client relations.13 Their PowerPoint presentations bear the traces, too, 
of Wolof-language theatrical dramas that grapple with social change or historical 
events (Coulibaly 2019); of long-standing performative joking practices that both 
illuminate and maintain social hierarchies between ethnic groups, generational co-
horts, or family clans (de Jong 2005; Gueye 2011); and of the marked emphasis 
placed on “sartorial mastery” as a mode of communication (Mustafa 2001; see also 
Grabski 2009; Heath 1992) among both women and men. In ways both implicit 
and explicit, Elhadji and Nafissatou drew on established performative conventions 
to breathe new substance and weight into the otherwise thinly developed slides. 
These elaborations were as much enabled by the PowerPoint form as by the pre-
conditions for the form’s flourishing at APIX. At once heavily embellished and 
spectacularly immaterial, APIX’s staff members’ presentations both responded to 
and defied calls for weightlessness. 

A successful presentation entailed more than personal charisma and oratory 
prowess; it also required a dependable physical and technological infrastructure 
(see also Larkin 2008; Von Schnitzler 2013). An essential part of the PowerPoint 
performance involved properly connecting necessary cables, turning on the pro-
jector, accessing the USB drive, locating and opening the appropriate file, and 
projecting the slides onto the wall. The successfully illuminated slides frequently 
elicited quiet awe and relief among APIX staff members, if not among members 
of their audience, who typically took PowerPoint for granted. This was, in part, 
because the technology made spectacularly visible APIX’s privileged connections 
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to the nation’s electricity supply, to the internet, and to global circuits of expertise 
and business practice. It was also because these slides made the Senegalese state 
materially present in specific and important ways: Although the slides commanded 
attention during a presentation, they would disappear as soon as the presentation 
was concluded, when they would promptly become just another file in the vir-
tual archive until they were resurrected, edited, reformatted, printed, projected, 
or translated for reuse elsewhere. The files moved with ease—from computer 
screens at APIX to meeting rooms elsewhere in the city to forums in Spain or 
presentations in China—making Senegal substantively present, without leaving a 
trace of the state behind. In this way, PowerPoint files fulfilled the agency’s ob-
jectives of guiding investors, streamlining procedures, and illuminating Senegal’s 
future—work that people themselves could not do alone. The files both resembled 
and engendered the good structurally adjusted state—a state that was properly 
contained and restrained and that worked in the service of neoliberal expansion 
and global integration. At the same time, it was a state enriched by precolonial 
traditions of engaging audiences, chronicling and performing histories, and high-
lighting obligations. It was a state form that eschewed the heavy residues of French 
bureaucratic culture even as it produced new “weight” of its own. Indeed, the 
APIX state form relied on a much heftier infrastructural apparatus—of comput-
ers, projectors, drives, electrical networks, cables, international aircraft—than 
its paper-driven predecessor. This insight recalls observations offered by scholars 
studying transparency, who have demonstrated that “the will to transparency has 
a tendency to reproduce opacity,” as William Mazzarella (2006, 500) has put it. 
“One of the great structuring ironies of our age,” he continues, “is the tendency 
for increasingly elaborate systems of mediation to be deployed in the pursuit of 
immediation.” The weightless state, emptied of its postcolonial bloat, seemed only 
to take on new substance, new complexity, new weight as it became entangled 
with PowerPoint. 

MAKING SENEGAL MATTER

“The properties of materials,” Ingold (2007, 15) reminds his readers, “are not 
attributes but histories” that emerge over time, relationally and processually. In 
this essay, I have likewise approached weightlessness as a history of movements and 
encounters spanning many decades and several continents. Focusing on these ma-
terial fluctuations has enabled me to shift my gaze away from PowerPoint or APIX 
as an accomplished entity or a determinative force and instead toward the ways 
in which “the state” and “technological media” rub up against, unravel, reshape, 
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and become entangled with each other. What emerges, in many ways, is a history 
not only of “weightlessness” as an institutional goal but also perhaps of African 
state-making and technological innovation more generally. It is a story that un-
settles standard narratives about technological uptake and global flow, which tend 
to position Africans as passively, reluctantly, or belatedly involved in technological 
and political developments alike. As they stashed piles of papers from view, down-
loaded and circulated PowerPoint files, selected subdued colors and standard fonts, 
connected cords, entered passwords, tightly framed bullet points, and finessed 
their oral presentations, APIX staff members made Senegal matter in specific and 
consequential ways—they gave the small African state substantive form, and they 
made that form worthy of attention.

While most of APIX’s foreign investment-promotion work took place abroad, 
at a distant remove from the agency’s Dakar headquarters, I did have the chance 
to engage with potential investors on occasion, when they passed by the office to 
deposit paperwork or when they attended investment fairs or other events in the 
city. Many foreign investors seemed rather unconvinced by the agency’s investment 
pitches and PowerPoint slides. After Nafissatou’s presentation at the seaside hotel, 
for instance, a cadre of investors from Dubai approached me during the coffee 
break with deep reservations about investing in Senegal. Nafissatou’s presentation 
had been well polished and engaging, they acknowledged, but Senegal itself did 
not make for a particularly distinct or compelling investment destination. Nothing 
shared during the presentation had convinced them otherwise. One told me, “It 
would make more sense to take our money to Ghana, perhaps. Senegal’s port is 
still sleeping. And at least in Ghana they speak English.” 

APIX executives took investor feedback and lagging FDI rates quite seriously. 
They used this information to continuously redirect their approach and pitch, to 
rally for changes to regulatory codes, or to find ways to streamline bureaucratic 
processes. But to see the work of APIX, or indeed of PowerPoint presentations, 
as merely aimed at generating investment would misapprehend the nature and 
complexity of this kind of work altogether. Indeed, Elhadji, Nafissatou, Moussa, 
Bintou, and their colleagues saw themselves instead as shaping and circulating new 
modes of governance and communication. “APIX is a trendsetter,” Elhadji loved to 
proclaim. The agency had won a few international awards during my time there 
for its innovations in investment promotion and communication. But for Elhadji, 
the systematic and innovative use of PowerPoint constituted one of their great-
est accomplishments. He had been invited to host workshops at state ministry 
offices to introduce them to the software program and its affordances. And the 
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Nigerian military officials we had met with had likewise tried to cajole him into 
helping teach state ministry workers in Abuja. APIX executives and staff were just 
as intent on transforming the material substance and public presence of the state 
and shaping African media, then, as they were on luring foreign capital. “Senegal” 
comes to matter for these state workers not just as an investment destination, as 
a recipient of foreign capital or imported technology, but as both global node and 
consequential substance in the information era.

ABSTRACT
Executives at APIX, Senegal’s state investment-promotion agency, cast their office 
as the vanguard of a new kind of state formation, one remade through decades of 
austerity and resolutely focused on the nation’s future. They imagined PowerPoint as 
especially critical to this mission, as it had the potential to move the state beyond the 
confines of paper form and parochial bureaucratic routine and into the wider world. 
In this article, I explore the complex relationship between this state agency and this 
presentation software package. More specifically, I examine how preoccupations with 
weight shape state work and technological practice. By attending to everyday aspira-
tions for weightlessness and resultant shifts in material forms, I argue, we might bet-
ter understand the complex and consequential relationship between state and media 
in Senegal and elsewhere. [state; technology; Africa; materiality; PowerPoint; 
structural adjustment; media]

NOTES
Acknowledgments This essay has taken shape over many years through conversations 

with many generous scholars. In the earliest stages of writing, I benefited from perceptive and 
encouraging feedback from Neha Vora, Inderpal Grewal, and Jon Anjaria, as well as an Ameri-
can Anthropological Association panel discussion. Pinky Hota offered extensive comments and 
helped me refocus and rework the essay at a crucial moment. Two remarkable sets of reviewers 
helped me sharpen my thinking and improved the essay enormously. My greatest debts, how-
ever, are owed to Elhadji and Moussa, as I call them here, for our PowerPoint work sessions 
and probing conversations. I am fortunate to have been their apprentice.

1. APIX stands for L’Agence Nationale pour la Promotion des Investissements et des Grands 
Travaux.

2. Notable exceptions to this include Stark and Paravel 2008, Wakeford 2006, and Prentice 
2019.

3. The vast majority of scholarly and public writing about PowerPoint is focused on evalu-
ating it as “good” or “bad.” For examples, see Kaplan 2011, Tufte 2003, Bumiller 2010, 
Thompson 2003, and Cyphert 2004.

4. For an excellent critique of this sort, see Mavhunga 2014.
5. This theoretical stance extends to sociopolitical formulations like capitalism and de-

mocracy. Frederic Schaffer (2000) offers an excellent analysis of local understandings 
of demokaraasi in Senegal, demonstrating that democracy is not simply an “import” but 
rather complexly imbricated with indigenous modes of governance and collective action. 

6. Transnational migration has long played a critical role in keeping national and household 
budgets afloat in Senegal, particularly in the decades following structural adjustment 
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(Melly 2017; see also Diop 2008). Moreover, top positions in government and the private 
sector are frequently awarded to candidates educated abroad, as was the case at APIX. 
All four of Senegal’s presidents have received some of their education in France.

7. Critical to my thinking here is Victoria Bernal’s (2014) pathbreaking work on na-
tion-making, new media, and transnational migration in the Eritrean diaspora.

8. Senegal’s system of governance is modeled on that of France, with a popularly elected 
president who chooses a prime minister to serve as head of government. In consultation 
with the president, the prime minister appoints a Council of Ministers to lead more 
specialized posts. The number of ministries in operation varies, as new ministries are 
instituted and others are folded together or dissolved. 

9. Importantly, my APIX colleagues discussed the weight of things—and indeed most mat-
ters—in French rather than the more widely and frequently spoken Wolof, as French 
has long been the language of institutional governance in Senegal. Wolof was sometimes 
spoken with Senegalese investors in the One-Stop Shop, but never (aside from a phrase 
here and there) in the executive offices.

10. There was no internet-based mechanism for submission, though staff members ex-
pressed hopes of eventually creating one.

11. Morten Jerven’s Poor Numbers (2013) does an excellent job elaborating the sociohistorical 
context in which this statistical uncertainty arises and describing the impacts of such 
wildly divergent and often inaccurate economic data. 

12. In 1999, Senelec (Société National de l’Electricité de Senegal), Senegal’s national elec-
tricity company, was privatized and became part of an energy consortium with a Ca-
nadian company. This partnership was broken just a year later, in 2000, and Senelec 
returned to state control. Many of my colleagues at APIX interpreted the relentless 
electricity outages as a sign of the dangers of incomplete privatization. While the office 
did have a generator, it only ran equipment deemed “essential,” and this did not include 
computers and printers at the time.

13. There is a fascinating literature on the figure of the “modern griot” in contemporary 
Senegal, including work that highlights griots’ contributions to hip-hop and rap pro-
duction (Tang 2012), their employment as academic historians and “private detectives” 
(Panzacchi 1994) as well as critiques of these more expansive interpretations (Sajnani 
2013).
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