The aesthetics of space and state formation in post-2000 Rwanda
Abstract
This paper analyzes the relationship between the Government of Rwanda’s aesthetics of space and the formation of the post-2000 Rwandan state. We reflect upon the importance of aesthetics - ‘how things should look’ - in Rwandan development policy discourses and practices. First, we show how the Government of Rwanda’s aesthetic preferences are materialized through a set of ‘modernization’ policies that aim to transform space in both urban and rural areas. Second, we highlight how the actual transformation of space - directed through these policies - is conditioned by negotiated power relations at various sites of governance and by both social and environmental factors. Third, we show how citizens exercise power through these dynamics, generating contingencies, contestations, and adaptations which disrupt normative framings of citizen-relations in strong state settings. We conclude that the dynamics of negotiation around the Rwandan government’s aesthetics of space both reflect and influence the formation of the post-2000 state. In this way, tactics of negotiation used to confront power at all levels are a viable path for everyday citizens to influence the form and direction of development policy, even within a strong, high-modernist state.
Introduction
As stated in its Vision 20501 national strategic plan, the defining ambition of the Government of Rwanda (GoR) - led by President Kagame and his political party, the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) - is to “lead the country to the living standards of upper middle income by 2035 and high-income countries by 2050,” (Republic of Rwanda, 2020: 5). The possibility of achieving this goal is undergirded by the state-promoted narrative that Rwanda, a failed state only 25 years ago, is now a new kind of African state: through visionary leadership, ambitious and efficient modernization policies, and the promotion of a unified national spirit, the GoR has delivered stability and prosperity to the country. As a template for this transformation, President Kagame has stated that, “we look at countries like Singapore as inspirational development models due to the rapid pace at which you successfully transformed your country,” (quoted in Pow, 2014: 295).
This discourse has an overt aesthetic dimension directed at making Rwanda ‘look’ safe for investment and ‘serious’ about good governance. Importantly, the ostensible results of this project are on display for visitors to Rwanda's capital, Kigali: well-maintained infrastructure and modern architecture in prominent areas, neatly organized business centers, a polite and law-abiding public. The effort has paid dividends as seen, for example, in journalistic commentary on the cleanliness and orderly layout of ‘modern’ Kigali, (Clavel, 2014, de Freytas-Tamura, 2017, Quest and Minihane, 2021). In pursuit of investment, donor aid, and legitimacy, GoR policies promote aesthetic norms of ‘modernity’ as an “internal symbol of national regeneration as well as a sign to the international community of the country’s progress,” (Goodfellow and Smith, 2013: 3198).
The contours of the GoR’s aesthetic vision follow, in part, from its modes of governance. In working toward such rapid and totalizing transformation, we agree with other Rwanda scholars (Newbury, 2011, Huggins, 2013, Dye, 2016) that the post-2000 GoR operates as a strong, high-modernist state. As defined by James Scott (1998: 4), high modernism is characterized by “self-confidence about scientific and technical progress…the mastery of nature (including human nature), and, above all, the rational design of social order commensurate with the scientific understanding of natural laws.” President Kagame and the RPF leadership, just like - according to Scott - other modernists, “see rational order in remarkably visual aesthetic terms. For them, an efficient, rationally organized city, village, or farm [is] a city that look[s] regimented and orderly in a geometrical sense,” (Scott, 1998: 4).
More than a pleasing façade meant to entice investment, the aesthetic vision of the GoR is a fundamental component of most development policies and impacts nearly all aspects of everyday life in the country. The aesthetics of high modernism promote simplification and homogeneity in order to make society and nature more legible to state control. Or, in alignment with Scott in more general terms, “To the degree that the institutional arrangements can be readily monitored and directed from the center… they are likely to be promoted,” (Scott 1998: 219).
However, while the GoR’s strong-state policies are non-negotiable in vision and scope, heterogeneity is introduced at more localized levels of implementation. Scholarship on state-building and state formation is moving away from hierarchical models wherein a monolithic state imposes policies that citizens, in a separate realm, either accept or resist. Even in the most extreme cases, “the coherence and inherent coercive power of an authoritarian state needs to be questioned,” (Bähre and Lecocq, 2007: 6). When experienced through everyday interactions, even strong states are heterogeneous and fragmented (Li, 2007, Secor, 2007). A related trend is underway in the scholarship on resistance, which critiques models reliant on simplified relationships of power that posit “resistance as oppositional” (Hughes, 2020) or that frame acts of resistance as necessarily coherent and intentionally political (Bayat, 2013, Johansson and Vinthagen, 2016).
We contribute to this conversation through an examination of five policies that mobilize the GoR’s aesthetic vision for Rwanda’s transformation and target the spatial reorganization of both urban and rural areas: urbanization; villagization; land use consolidation; marshland reorganization; and land registration. The aim is to understand how the actual transformation of space is structured by power relations at different sites of governance, and by social and environmental realities. These power relations and socioenvironmental realities, situated in the terrain of everyday practices and materialities, manifest dynamics of negotiation, contestation, and incorporation (Hall et al., 2015) that are “simultaneously destructive and productive of new forms of local knowledge and practice,” (Li, 2007: 391).
The aestheticization of development policy in Rwanda facilitates the GoR’s social engineering goals in at least two ways: aesthetics are mobilized as a biopolitical tool of discipline and control and to legitimize the state’s governance strategies - to ‘show’ both citizens and the international community that the GoR produces results. Other critical scholarship on Rwanda illustrates that many of the GoR's policies and modes of governance have a disciplinary intent and/or effect (Nyenyezi Bisoka et al., 2019; Ansoms et al., 2018; Huggins, 2016, Purdeková, 2016, Marter-Kenyon, 2018). Developing this further, we ask “what spatial practices correspond, in the area where discipline is manipulated, to these apparatuses that produce a disciplinary space?” (de Certeau 2011: 96) and, in the process, how do everyday negotiations between citizens and the GoR’s aesthetic vision reshape the Rwandan state?
In section two, we provide context for the legitimacy claims inherent to the GoR’s aesthetic vision for Rwanda, the actors involved in designing and implementing the policies under examination, and the frameworks we use to conceptualize state formation, resistance, and aesthetics. We describe the five policies in section three. In section four we highlight the power relations inherent in the GoR’s aesthetics of space by showing how the discourses underpinning these policies work to support particular state-driven conceptions of ‘modernity,’ ‘development,’ and ‘environmental protection.’ We argue that these three attributes of the GoR’s aesthetics of space are a form of governmentality insofar as they determine both the orientation of spatial practices and the conduct of the people who interact with them. Further, we demonstrate how power relations operating through the implementation of these policies create zones of negotiation with unpredictable outcomes. In section five we draw on empirical examples from our research to describe how these negotiations are conditioned by power relations at different governance sites, and by social and material realities, which subtly shape the course of national policy. We conclude by asserting that, while the aesthetics of spatial reorganization are essential tools of power, they are also contingent and malleable. We argue that attending to this dynamic offers a more nuanced understanding of governance, state formation, and citizen-state relations in strong state contexts like Rwanda.
Our analysis draws on the respective authors’ research and is informed by personal experiences living and working in Rwanda. The methodologies, disciplinary framings, geographic locations, and timings of these studies varied, as did their thematics: Cottyn (2014-2015) focused on urbanization; Marter-Kenyon (2010-2018) on villagization; Mullikin (2011-2020) on land use consolidation; Nyenyezi Bisoka (2012-2021) and Ansoms (2006-2021) on the reorganization of land relations and agrarian modernization; and Niyonkuru (2016-2021) on the roles of local administration and civil society in agrarian modernization policies. Legrand has offered a more transversal perspective, drawn from his coordination of a cross-regional research project on resistance. All authors used qualitative methods; primarily semi-structured focus groups, individual interviews, participant observation and/or documentary analysis. Each study combined research with everyday Rwandans and interviews focusing on the ambitions and perspectives of policymakers. The specifics of our projects are not necessarily comparable nor representative of the entirety of Rwanda or Rwandans. However, when combined, they provide a robust view of both urban and rural spatial transformation policies.
Section snippets
Background and analytical framework
To orient our analysis, we will first expand on four key aspects: 1) What is the relationship between aesthetics and state legitimacy in post-2000 Rwanda and what role do we ascribe to the 1994 genocide? 2) To what do we refer when analyzing state formation processes? 3) How do we reconceptualize resistance? and 4) What role do we attribute to the aesthetics of space?
(1)
Rwanda as a high-modernist state. The characteristics of post-2000 development policy in Rwanda mirror those analyzed by Scott
Reengineering space: national policies
Like James Scott, many authors have reflected upon the (oft-failed) attempts of states to transform landscapes - and their inhabitants - into neatly organized structures that fit with overarching governance ambitions oriented towards ‘modernity’ and ‘development’ (Peemans, 2002). The contemporary Rwandan state is no exception. Soon after the war and genocide ended in 1994, national elites linked the reconstruction of the Rwandan state to the reorganization of its landscape (Des Forges, 2006; 
The aesthetics of space
As mentioned in Section 3, the GoR’s spatial reorganization policies were initially oriented towards basic infrastructure development after the devastating war and genocide in the mid-1990 s. However, since 2000, the reorganization of space has become increasingly central to the GoR’s broader development agenda, state formation project, and governing legitimacy. As Mann and Berry (2015) argue, planning in Rwanda goes beyond a focus on economic growth to encompass the reordering of the country’s 
Aesthetics versus realities
“Being ‘irreducibly utopian’”, Tania Li (2007: 18) observes, “governmental interventions can never achieve all they seek.” The GoR’s desire to make legible, simplify, and engineer (Scott, 1998) citizens and spaces rests upon assumptions of a blank slate and an omnipotent state. This is, of course, an abstracted imaginary. State power in Rwanda is “continually negotiated and renegotiated” (Allen and Cochrane, 2010: 1076), through mundane, everyday interactions between people, policies, and
Conclusion
According to Ingelaere (2010: 51), in Rwanda “national discourse is controlled not just by active censorship and coercion, but also by subtle manipulations of image and perception.” When discussing changes to Nyamata - a rapidly growing town south of Kigali - respondents mentioned a shiny new three-story commercial building. “It’s good to see a nice big building in town. It’s like it shows business development. It doesn’t have a positive impact for people themselves, because businesses done in
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