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The strategic internationalism of Rwandan heritage
Annalisa Bolin

UNESCO Chair on Heritage Futures, Department of Cultural Sciences, Linnaeus University, Kalmar, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Heritage, a practice shot through with political forces, is mobilized
by states within their international relationships through methods
such as heritage diplomacy. Focusing on the connections
between Rwanda and Germany, this article traces how heritage
serves as a technique of foreign relations for the Rwandan state.
The uses of heritage are shaped by the state’s higher-level
political orientations, especially the project of agaciro, which
pursues an agenda of increased sovereignty for Rwanda in
relation to the rest of the world. This conditions how ‘shared
heritage’ and heritage repatriation contribute to establishing
strategic alliances and decolonizing, making heritage part of a
suite of tools used to advantageously reposition the country in
the international arena. The article deepens our understanding of
the Rwandan state’s governing techniques and examines
heritage’s role as a mediator of international relationships, even
for less-powerful nations whose agency is sometimes neglected
in discussions of heritage diplomacy.
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Cultural heritage is often understood as synonymous with material objects, such as
monuments and artifacts of cultural property. But heritage is also a practice, tethered
to the use of material things, by which contemporary social actors make the past in
the present: ‘Heritage is not a passive process of simply preserving things from the
past that remain, but an active process of assembling a series of objects, places and prac-
tices that we choose to hold up as a mirror to the present, associated with a particular set
of values that we wish to take with us into the future’.1 This practice is subject to a wide
range of sociopolitical forces, and as a result, much heritage scholarship is concerned
with questions of power.2

The role of heritage in domestic politics, especially creating national identity and includ-
ing its availability to nationalism, has been addressed in both heritage studies and archae-
ology.3 Especially in post-colonial and post-conflict contexts, nations often seek ‘usable
pasts’ via which to establish a new national identity, leading to an intensified interest in heri-
tage in such situations.4 Additionally, in terms of international politics, heritage can func-
tion as a mediator of ‘soft power’ via heritage diplomacy, such as providing funding for
heritage projects or expertise for heritage conservation.5 These efforts are intended to
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improve the image of the supporting state and its relationship with the recipient state while
satisfying the latter’s technical, financial, or other needs. Focusing on heritage, then, allows
us to investigate states’ domestic and international politics. Far from simply designating
inert cultural property, heritage in fact is a set of techniques available to use in pursuit of
larger goals related to the politics of nation-building and international relations.

In Rwanda, these dynamics are visible in how the post-genocide government led by the
Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) has mobilized heritage to political ends. Domestically, heri-
tage such as genocide memorials,6 museums,7 and archaeology8 serves to promulgate a
unified national identity based on a singular history. This article focuses on the other side
of Rwandan heritage processes: the role they play in the state’s international relationships.9

How does Rwanda’s use of heritage contribute to its engagements with the rest of the world?
Conversely, how do Rwanda’s foreign policy orientations shape the state’s uses of heritage?

As a case study, this article examines the relationship of Rwanda and Germany—one
of Rwanda’s former colonizers—as it is mediated through current heritage practices.
Against a backdrop of aid flows and development efforts, the article shows that the
countries are connected in two ways through heritage. One is via ‘shared heritage’:
funding and collaborative efforts around heritage that entangle the two nations in a stra-
tegic alliance. Another is through the repatriation of cultural property from Germany to
Rwanda, which allows the Rwandan state to reclaim a measure of power from a former
colonizer and thus constitutes an avenue of decolonization. I argue that these heritage-
based processes are shaped by the Rwandan state’s higher-order political orientations,
especially those aimed toward shoring up the country’s sovereignty and agaciro
(dignity, self-determination, and self-reliance) in relation to the rest of the world. In
this way, the article demonstrates that heritage provides a mechanism through which
the Rwandan state pursues its foreign policy agenda.

The dynamics outlined here extend our understanding of how heritage functions as a
tool for managing international relationships. It is clear that the governing RPF seeks to
improve Rwanda’s international position in terms of its relationships with other countries.
Rwanda has transformed into a ‘savvy international player’ which, even as a ‘weak’ state,
pursues strategies for maximizing its agency and independence.10 Still, the scholarship on
African agency in international relations has not yet addressed the country to a significant
extent,11 and where it does look at Rwanda, such agency has been examined primarily
through studies of aid and development.12 This article indicates that the Rwandan govern-
ment mobilizes heritage internationally to pursue its goal of agentive transformation.

The international political aspects of Rwandan heritage are also relatively understu-
died, with the exception of analyses of the Kigali Memorial Center as a setting for per-
formances of international diplomacy13 and the effect of foreign funding on genocide
memorialization in Rwanda.14 The bulk of scholarship on the international aspects of
Rwandan heritage focuses on international tourism, especially to memorials,15 which
overlaps somewhat with the political questions addressed in this article, but does not
fully address the RPF’s political agenda as carried out through heritage processes. Exam-
ining the work of heritage against the backdrop of the RPF’s international orientations
gives us a better grasp on the state’s techniques for engaging with the international com-
munity and a new frame for looking at Rwandan heritage.

The article also refocuses investigations of heritage diplomacy upon a less-powerful
state. Heritage diplomacy is often a tool of states which have both adequate resources
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to spend on heritage and an image problem, e.g. the United States in the Islamic world,16

or rising powers that seek to increase their influence abroad, e.g. Turkey.17 Heritage
diplomacy is often seen as directional according to power: from a former colonizer to
the formerly colonized, or from a proportionately richer country to a proportionately
poorer one—‘the Netherlands to Indonesia, Japan to Egypt, the US to Iraq’.18 By
looking at how Rwanda is able to utilize heritage to establish strategic alliances and sim-
ultaneously assert international power, this article indicates that heritage diplomacy as a
mechanism for international engagement is also available to less-powerful and formerly
colonized nations. As such, the case connects to histories of heritage diplomacy by
African countries during the course of the twentieth century, including Zaire’s uses of
heritage to build a nation at home and abroad, and extends arguments about the mobil-
ization of culture to establish and promote national identity in Africa (as in Nigeria and
Senegal) toward additional international implications.19 This broadens the perspective
on the heritage-based tools available to African and Global South governments.

This article’s investigation is based on long-term fieldwork in Rwanda and more
recent research in Germany. Between 2012 and 2018, I spent a cumulative year and a
half in Rwanda conducting a heritage ethnography20 focused on the work of two
Rwandan state heritage institutions: the Institute of National Museums of Rwanda
(INMR, merged into Rwanda Cultural Heritage Academy in 2020) and the National
Commission for the Fight Against Genocide, which, among other responsibilities,
manages the national genocide memorials.21 In 2019-2020, I also interviewed (mostly
remotely, due to the coronavirus pandemic) interlocutors based at German cultural insti-
tutions, including the Stiftung Preußicher Kulturbesitz and the Jumelage Rheinland-Pfalz
Ruanda.

Against this scholarly backdrop, the article next proceeds to the relationship between
Rwanda and Germany and the two heritage-based connections of ‘shared heritage’ and
repatriation. It then addresses RPF foreign policy and, subsequently, how heritage prac-
tices serve as techniques for relating internationally within the context of foreign policy
orientations such as agaciro. This adds up to an argument for heritage as one of Rwanda’s
strategic international engagements, pursuing increased agency by mediating flows of
power between Rwanda and other countries.

Rwanda and Germany

First, we turn to the connections between Rwanda and Germany, both historical and
heritage-based. Why look at this relationship? Germany was Rwanda’s first colonizer,
although this history is less prominent in Rwanda than that of post-World War I
Belgian colonization; and Germany is only one of many aid donors to Rwanda
today.22 Rwanda was a relatively small part of the German colonial territory in East
Africa, which has left it underacknowledged in Germany in recent years. This run-
of-the-mill relationship means that Germany, while useful, is not exceptionally impor-
tant to Rwanda, nor is Rwanda to Germany’s interests in sectors such as trade.23 But
perhaps it is this situation that enables the heritage-based engagements examined
here, as the two countries do not operate under the constraints imposed by the more
dramatic political pressures that shape the Germany-Namibia or Rwanda-France
relationships.
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History

The history of German-Rwandan connections begins at the Brussels Conference in 1890,24

when Rwanda and Burundi were claimed by Germany. Along with what is now Tanzania,
this territory would become German East Africa. In the 1890s, the first Germans entered
the Rwandan kingdom with an eye to establishing what they hoped would be lucrative
cross-Africa trade routes.25 Inserting themselves into a succession crisis at the central
court, the Germans allied with the future King Yuhi V Musinga via the Queen Mother,
Kanjogera26—an alignment which swiftly revealed itself as a ploy for colonization, such
that Germany would rule indirectly through the court and help to consolidate its
power.27 Colonial settlement in German East Africa focusedmore on the area of Tanzania
than on Rwanda, which primarily saw a fewmilitary outposts28 that could only exert ‘very
light administrative implantation’,29 although German forces also engaged in punitive
expeditions.30 In the years following World War I, Germany’s colonial possessions were
divvied up among other European powers. Administratively, Rwanda was placed under
a League of Nations mandate in 1916 and a Belgian mandate in 1919; the colonial era
ended with the Hutu Revolution, starting in 1959, and Rwandan independence in 1962.

German aid to Rwanda began in the 1960s and continued throughout the twentieth
century,31 including gifts from both East and West Germany after Rwandan indepen-
dence32 and major donations of emergency aid after what is formally known as the Gen-
ocide Against the Tutsi in 1994.33 Aid continues to be a conduit for German-Rwandan
connections, with money flowing for both financial and technical cooperation, prioritiz-
ing good governance and sustainable economic development initiatives.34 Today, as an
example, the German Corporation for International Cooperation (GIZ), on behalf of
the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development, administers
some 78 million euros in projects; these run the gamut from infrastructure, economic
development, and employment projects to security, reconstruction, and peace-building
efforts.35 Germany is also involved in joint programing on development efforts with
other European Union states and Rwanda.36

The history of colonialism has created additional ties that are more difficult to manage.
Colonization coopted Rwanda’s governing structures, actively intervening in its culture,
society, and politics through mechanisms such as missionization; most violently, its deep
entanglement with the causes of the genocide is well-known and officially recognized in
Rwanda today. Colonial racial categorization was integral in transforming Hutu and
Tutsi from flexible sociopolitical classifications to immutable racial categories.37 This
interpretation is not confined to academic analysis, but is also the government’s historical
narrative: ‘The colonial power,38 based on an ideology of racial superiority… exploited
the subtle social differences and institutionalized discrimination. These actions distorted
the harmonious social structure, creating a false ethnic division with disastrous conse-
quences’.39 Seized upon by cynical political actors with their own purposes, these div-
isions enabled genocidal violence. As a result, then, colonialism is directly connected
to the most devastating event of Rwandan history (even if, in Rwanda’s public
memory and discourse, the more interventionist Belgian regime has somewhat oversha-
dowed the German one).40 The ongoing legacy of this history is visible not only in how
Rwandans conceive of and manage identity today, but also in the evident priority that the
state places on decolonization, as addressed further below.
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Heritage

This history of colonization shapes Rwanda’s heritage landscape today. Some heritage
produced by colonization has been mobilized in recent years as ‘shared heritage’, a fra-
mework that connects Germany and Rwanda in efforts to interpret history and develop
heritage resources. Colonization also enabled the theft of Rwandan heritage: in addition
to artifacts and artworks now held in European museums,41 a large number of human
remains were taken by German explorers for anthropological research. This latter collec-
tion is now undergoing a process of repatriation aimed at returning it from Berlin to
Rwandan control.

The term ‘shared heritage’, designating heritage resources which originate in the colo-
nial past and today make up part of the history of a postcolonial nation, can be found in
cases such as the engagement of the Netherlands and Indonesia.42 The ‘sharedness’ of
heritage has been used in Germany to argue for the retention of colonially-gathered col-
lections.43 As used in Rwanda, the term aligns with ‘heritage of dual parentage’, a
definition initially developed to refer to colonial-era heritage in Sri Lanka. This descriptor
indicates that ‘the colonial past is part of the nation’s history, and so the heritage created
during that period stands as testament to the combined works of native and colonizer
groups’.44 Sites relating to German colonization in Rwanda have been framed as
‘shared’ by both German and Rwandan representatives.45

The ‘sharedness’ of some heritage resources is limited to historical origin or interpre-
tive framework. For example, INMR identified as a potential heritage tourism site a boat,
dating to the early twentieth century, which was used in World War I by the German
military to fight Belgian forces on Lake Kivu and is now buried on the shores of the
lake.46 This is one of a slate of Germany-related cultural and natural heritage sites to
be developed,47 some of which are linked as the Richard Kandt Trail. Named after the
former Resident of Rwanda (an administrator for the German colonial regime), the
trail connects such sites as Kandt’s former home in Shangi and the ‘Source of the
Nile’, which Kandt claimed to have discovered, in Nyungwe National Park.48 For such
heritage, what is ‘shared’ is the historical significance.

But for others, ‘sharedness’ has effectively drawn funding, expertise, and resources
from both nations. After a German delegation, including the president of the Stiftung
Preußicher Kulturbesitz (SPK, a German federal foundation and cultural institution),
attended a ‘shared heritage’ roundtable at INMR in 2015,49 recent years have seen the
renovation of Kandt’s former Kigali home. Once the INMR’s Natural History
Museum, the new Kandt House Museum focuses the bulk of its exhibitions on the
period of German colonial rule in Rwanda. The renovation of Kandt House was sup-
ported financially by a number of German institutions, including the German
Embassy in Kigali, the Goethe-Institut, and the state of Rheinland-Pfalz,50 which has a
longstanding partnership with Rwanda (since the early 1980s)51 that today includes
support for certain heritage projects.52 Both Rwandan and German experts were involved
in developing the exhibitions now on view at the museum.

Kandt House’s displays include materials collected by Germany’s Mecklenburg
Expedition. Led by Adolf Friedrich, Duke of Mecklenburg, this group canvassed parts
of German East Africa, including Rwanda, in 1907-1908. The mission of the ten Eur-
opeans on the Expedition, who relied on the labor of hundreds of Africans, was to
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undertake ‘systematic scientific research’ in anthropology, zoology, botany, and other
fields.53 The material that they collected, including artifacts, dictionaries, photographs,
and phonograph recordings, was divided between museums in Berlin and Leipzig.54

Many items are now held by the SPK, which also possesses another category of
Expedition-collected items: human remains.

These were gathered by a Polish-born anthropologist, Jan Czekanowski, who worked
for ethnologist Felix von Luschan at Berlin’s Royal Museum of Ethnology. Seeking to add
to the museum’s collection of human remains for anthropological study, Luschan ‘engin-
eered’ the inclusion of Czekanowski in the Expedition.55 Exploiting local methods of
exposing rather than burying the dead,56 Czekanowski gathered and remitted to
Germany over a thousand skulls, of which the vast majority came from Rwanda.57 In
Berlin, the skulls joined what was known as the S-Collection. Over the course of the
twentieth century, the skulls were periodically transferred to different owners;58 although
intended to serve as a teaching and research collection, they were largely kept in storage.
With much of their associated documentation lost and their condition deteriorating,59

the skulls entered the collections of the SPK’s Museum of Prehistory and Early
History in 2011. During 2017–2019, SPK archaeologists and researchers undertook a
joint project with INMR and the University of Rwanda to establish the skulls’ prove-
nance, assemble relevant documentation, and record related oral histories.

The project also aimed at the possibility of repatriation to Rwanda.60 This would move
responsibility for the collection from the SPK and Germany back to Rwanda, where the
government would need to decide how to manage the returned remains. Rather than
being framed as ‘shared heritage’, the return of this collection is more frequently dis-
cussed as a mode of restitution, the restoring of control over heritage and heritage
itself to its place of origin. Such returns open up new possibilities in terms of inter-
national politics which are quite different from the collaboration-oriented ones involved
in shared heritage, including issues of decolonization and sovereignty. It is to such pol-
itical ramifications and purposes that we now turn.

Heritage and international relationships

The heritage-based connections between Rwanda and Germany are shaped by higher-
level political questions, especially for the RPF, and ultimately serve the purposes of
these larger politics. To examine this, it is necessary to first trace RPF foreign policy
and international relationships, focusing on the dynamic of dependence and indepen-
dence: how the RPF simultaneously identifies aid dependence and foreign involvement
as problems, and pushes for increased independence and functional sovereignty. These
goals are grounded not only in practical concerns but also in the principle of agaciro,
a philosophical orientation that guides the RPF’s international entanglements. Heritage,
I argue, plays into these broader dynamics and becomes a mode for mediating inter-
national political goals.

RPF foreign policy

Foreign policy is a surprisingly understudied aspect of the post-genocide Rwandan state,
given that its governance of Rwanda as a whole is an object of intense scholarly interest.

6 A. BOLIN



The RPF engages in ambitious programs of change targeting diverse areas of Rwandan
life,61 from justice62 to gender and peacebuilding63 to land and the physical environ-
ment.64 The RPF’s international relationships, on the other hand, have attracted less
attention, and have appeared in scholarship most often via studies of foreign aid and
development.65

But beyond its status as an aid recipient and developing country—a condition that in
itself brings Rwanda face to face with foreign states and international development dis-
courses—how does Rwanda under the RPF operate in relation to other international
actors? One significant lever here for Rwanda is the use of the memory of the violent
past in order to maximize the state’s agency vis-à-vis other actors.66 Some scholars
have called this the ‘genocide credit’,67 saying that the RPF utilizes the history of genocide
and international inaction to manipulate international actors for Rwandan benefit:
‘demand[ing] specialised treatment in terms of receiving foreign aid and deflecting
current accusations concerning [the Rwandan government’s] domestic human rights
record’.68 The idea of the genocide credit has been deployed within analyses of govern-
ance and aid dynamics,69 although it remains unclear if this has actually produced donor
favoritism toward Rwanda.70

Less attention has been paid to other driving forces behind Rwanda’s international
orientations or to foreign policy beyond aid and development. Beswick offers a useful
analysis of the ways the RPF attempts to maximize agency through ‘balancing’ threats
and opportunities in order to achieve leverage, but her attention is directed toward aid
relations.71 Beloff offers a broader analysis of RPF foreign policy, arguing that an
agenda of increased security, developmental growth, and reduced dependence on
outside forces shapes the RPF’s international interactions.72 In part, he suggests that
this agenda is carried out through the agenda of agaciro, a Kinyarwanda term indicating
self-reliance, dignity, and self-determination. Agaciro has been called a ‘moral underpin-
ning’ for RPF decisions.73 Identified by its promoters as rooted in the precolonial cultural
past,74 agaciro is not a formal program but rather an ideological orientation on which are
built practical efforts. For example, agaciro has guided state efforts to manage genocide
heritage in alignment with its inherent principles of dignity and self-respect,75 and it is
also at work in areas such as trade policy, where it was used to justify Rwanda’s ban
on imports of used clothing from the United States.76

Given that one of the country’s primary axes for international relationships is aid and
development, agaciro also helps to steer the RPF’s efforts in this arena. Because Rwanda
remains relatively impoverished, it is still dependent on foreign aid to support large pro-
portions of its budget: up to 40% in recent years, according to theWorld Bank.77 But depen-
dence on foreign aid leaves Rwanda vulnerable to changes in aid flows, as was seen in 2012,
when a number of donors suspended, postponed, or altered aid in response to Rwanda’s
support of the M23 militia in the eastern Democratic Republic of Congo.78 Such troubles
with aid only solidify the RPF’s conviction that Rwanda needs to be more self-reliant in
order to no longer be vulnerable to this sort of leverage.79 It is not coincidental that
agaciro lent its name to the Agaciro Development Fund, ‘dedicated to increasing the
financial autonomy of Rwanda and… shielding Rwanda from potential external economic
shocks’,80 meaning aid disturbances and stemming in particular from the M23 incident.81

To some extent, Rwanda is already more self-determined than might be expected for
an aid-dependent country. Despite the strings that generally attach to development aid,
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Rwanda has been able to ‘retain considerable power over policy and its implemen-
tation’.82 Scholars have explained this as a result of many things: good technocratic gov-
ernance and donor inattention to poor political governance;83 the effectiveness of the
RPF’s aid coordination;84 smart rhetorical positioning by the RPF along with domestic
support for the RPF in donor countries;85 or donors’ need for a development aid
success story.86 Whatever the cause, Rwanda is a relative outlier among aid-dependent
states in its ability to ‘create and use policy space while maintaining an ever-increasing
supply of funding’.87 Still, aid dependence represents a vulnerability, and seeking self-
reliance—through economic development, gradual disentanglement from aid, and push-
back against foreign interference—is a significant goal.

The agaciro principle thus has concrete effects in the field of foreign policy, where it
drives the government to vigorously pursue increased sovereignty: ‘the ability of a
nation-state… to genuinely exercise policy control over its future direction based
upon indigenous needs and expectations’ in both a juridical and empirical sense.88

As in other formerly colonized countries, the question of sovereignty is entangled
with the issue of neocolonialism: ‘when external actors are able to compel, coerce, or
co-opt African governance officials to such a degree that decision-making is no
longer primarily based upon national interests’—which accords a country de jure
without de facto sovereignty.89 Limiting neocolonial influence is clearly very much
upon the mind of Rwanda’s leadership. President Paul Kagame has announced repeat-
edly that he will defend Rwanda against foreign incursions—not only in the sense of
protecting its territorial and human security,90 but also in terms of resisting the push
toward particular forms of democratic governance and civil rights. He reiterates to
Rwandan and international audiences that Rwanda will rely on ‘African values’
rather than yield to outside pressure.91 When running for a previously-unconstitu-
tional third term in 2017, a decision that sparked a certain level of international con-
sternation, Kagame stated at a campaign stop, ‘This is about making our own choices.
We do not claim to know what is best for others but we will choose the path that is best
for us’.92 He went on to connect this principle of self-determination to self-reliance:
‘We are not looking for people to feed us, we are looking to make our own living
and feed ourselves… For too long, Africa has been seen as deserving of charity and
not prosperity and self reliance’.93

These rhetorical tactics indicate how the philosophical orientation of agaciro, with its
implications for self-respect for the nation, is also bound up with the externally oriented
discourses and politics of sovereignty. Agaciro, then, as one of the government’s guiding
principles, is involved in both nation-building and nation-repositioning—affecting how
Rwanda relates to foreign actors. The RPF seeks to change the country’s place in the rela-
tive balance of international power: to make Rwanda less dependent and more function-
ally sovereign. This has clear implications for sectors such as aid and development; but
how might it also intersect with heritage?

Heritage as a technique for relating internationally

As outlined above, numerous heritage processes today connect Rwanda and Germany,
from ‘shared heritage’ to heritage repatriation. This heritage-making mediates the inter-
national relationship between the two nations in ways shaped by larger dynamics in both
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countries. Heritage thus becomes a technique of foreign relations, guided by politics of
reputation, alliance, and sovereignty.

Studies of soft power and heritage diplomacy have highlighted the utility of heritage as
a diplomatic tool for richer, more powerful, and former-colonizer nations which are
seeking a reputational advantage. In Germany, the decolonization debates of the last
several years have sparked a reassessment of the country’s relationships to its former
colonies, especially in the heritage sector. Coalescing around museums, decolonization
politics have focused on provenance research and repatriation (especially of human
remains).94 One can view German involvement in heritage projects in Rwanda as
simply responding to these public pressures toward decolonization and attempting to
grapple with colonial history through restitution. A more cynical perspective might
take these actions as a form of whitewashing, skirting the colonialist problems inherent
in the development regime95 by performatively operating assistance projects: another
instance of heritage diplomacy as it is commonly practiced to improve the image of
the funding country abroad.96

Still, there are real impacts in terms of funding flows and the development of heritage
resources. Kandt House has been renovated, and does now contain exhibitions focusing
on the impact of colonization on Rwanda; the human remains collection at the SPK is
expected to return to Rwanda. These are tangible benefits for Rwanda, not only
Germany. In order to examine this heritage-mediated relationship as more than a
single-sided one of reputation laundering for Germany, it is worth first considering
the language used by officials involved in the German-Rwandan ‘shared heritage’ pro-
jects. Public statements frame this as a partnership: ‘What is really important to me is
how we can develop, strengthen and enforce [Rwanda-Germany cooperation] further
in the future’, the then-Ambassador of Germany to Rwanda stated upon the occasion
of Kandt House’s opening, in language echoed by Rwandan officials.97 The partnership
language relating to ‘shared heritage’ may be public relations spin, but spin is a mechan-
ism for changing perceptions. Heritage is not the end goal: heritage is the method. An
altered international relationship is the goal—from colonizer and colonized to partners
who ‘share’ heritage. ‘Shared heritage’ serves to create international alliances that are
advantageous both to German and Rwandan governments and public relations
endeavors.

But the Rwandan government sets limits to the ultimate ‘sharedness’ of this heritage.
In relationships mediated by heritage diplomacy, it is easy to dismiss ‘recipient’ countries
as just that: recipients, rather than active participants. However, as noted in the earlier
discussion of aid dynamics, Rwanda is in relatively strong control of its policy space,
even in the face of aid dependency. Despite the practical constraints of being a ‘develop-
ing’ country, sovereignty and self-reliance are clear goals for Rwanda’s ongoing develop-
ment, and aspects of the RPF’s governing agenda—like agaciro—are intended to lead
toward full control of Rwanda by and for Rwandans.

Based in a philosophical framework of agaciro, the pursuit of full independence (and
Rwanda’s ability to be more independent than its power position might indicate) is not
likely to be less applicable to heritage than to other sectors. This is intensified by the
importance of heritage to building the post-conflict and post-colonial nation, of which
the Rwandan government is well aware.98 This supports an interpretation of Rwanda
not being simply subject to the whims of foreign donors, but rather possessing significant
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agency. The Rwandan heritage sector maintains control over the heritage initiatives that
proceed on Rwandan soil, whether or not they involve or are funded by Germany. For
example, an INMR archaeologist indicated the limits to the ‘shared heritage’ narrative:
‘This is Rwandan property now, and part of our history’.99 Rwandan heritage production
is dominated by the government, specifically because of the high stakes of the project of
establishing national identity through heritage.100 Although support from external actors
is welcomed where useful, control over heritage remains with the Rwandan state and its
institutions: despite assistance and expertise from Germany, for example, the redevelop-
ment of Kandt House was ultimately determined and approved by the Rwandan govern-
ment in line with Rwandan needs. This dynamic has similarly played out in other
heritage contexts, where Rwandan actors strategically determine which partnerships
and elements of foreign influence to claim, utilize, and adapt for local purposes.101

The case of repatriating heritage is, similarly, subject to multiply directional power
dynamics which trend toward Rwandan control. Sparked by the SPK, which contacted
Rwanda—Rwandan officials had not known that Rwandan human remains collections
were held in Berlin102—the research project that is expected to lead to the return of
the skulls gathered by Czekanowski could be understood primarily as a German-initiated
effort. At the same time, Rwandan participation in the project (involving representatives
of both the University of Rwanda and the INMR), and repatriation itself, indicate a
change in power balances. Not only are Rwandans joining a major international research
project as partners, but repatriation, as an issue, centers around the right to control cul-
tural property. The fight to regain power over cultural heritage through such returns also
serves to restore cultural self-determination itself to those who have been injured by colo-
nial theft.103 Through the physical transfers and changes in control inherent in repatria-
tion, heritage becomes a ‘resource for the process of decolonization’ and the
‘construction of postcolonial sovereignty’.104 The ultimate repatriation of the collection
will revert certain powers to Rwanda, whose capacity to manage its own cultural heritage
was transgressed by the colonial collection of the remains. This mirrors the attempts by
the Rwandan government to attain increased sovereign power in other areas, such as over
domestic policy in the face of aid pressures. The very shift of the collection from one
nation to the other is a flow of power which the Rwandan government can frame as sim-
ultaneously indicating a constructive partnership with Germany and its own sovereignty
over heritage.

The assertion of sovereignty, reclamation of power, and decolonization are all larger
goals of the Rwandan state. In relating to Germany as a partner in shared heritage, or in
benefiting from the repatriation of heritage to Rwandan control, Rwanda’s position of
relative power shifts. In addition to having cultivated a strategic friend in Europe,
Rwanda is able to pursue a symbolic decolonization that is also a practical decolonization
in terms of control over heritage. Collectively, these two dynamics create a push–pull
between alliance and interdependence on the one hand, and sovereignty and indepen-
dence on the other. This can be shorthanded as the strategic internationalism of heritage:
the incorporation of heritage into foreign relations dynamics as a way to mediate larger
flows of power and encourage shifts in international relationships. In the Rwandan case,
the use of ‘shared heritage’ and repatriation in relation to Germany collectively serve the
Rwandan state as it attempts to reposition the country in the international balance of
power, as guided by the RPF’s foreign policy agenda more broadly.
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Heritage is thus part of a toolkit used by the Rwandan government in its international
relationships to support the growth of Rwandan power and reputation: not only the
maintenance of policy space, but also President Kagame’s rhetoric, the agaciro project,
military intervention in neighboring countries, and increasing contributions to UN
peacekeeping missions elsewhere in the world, among other techniques. All of these
efforts combine to indicate that Rwanda is no longermany things—no longer dependent,
no longer a recipient, no longer colonized—even as its practical situation remains less
than fully self-determined. In this landscape, heritage is not static, but rather an active
strategy for managing international power. This indicates that far from being limited
to the production of national identity and unity, the processes of nation-building
within which we often see states utilizing heritage, heritage in Rwanda is also a contribu-
tor to a larger politics of sovereignty that engages strategically with international actors.

Rethinking heritage and international relationships

To return to this article’s initial questions, where does Rwanda’s use of heritage fit into its
international relationships, and how do Rwandan foreign policy orientations affect heri-
tage practices? This case shows that the guiding principles which shape Rwanda’s foreign
policy, grounded in agaciro and efforts toward decolonization and sovereignty, condition
the country’s particular uses of heritage. These include mobilizing ‘shared heritage’ to
develop strategic alliances, within limits, and using repatriation to reclaim power
through decolonizing Rwandan heritage. Further, Rwanda and Germany’s heritage-
based relationship opens up understandings of how less-powerful states can use cultural
heritage in the international arena.

While Rwanda remains a relatively weak state in terms of its international power, it
also deploys techniques for repositioning the nation in this power landscape, from
agaciro to the use of the genocide credit. Just as Rwanda has sought to establish policy
space within aid relations, so too does it strategically mobilize heritage within inter-
national relationships. In this, heritage serves as a connection along which power
flows in both directions—from Germany to Rwanda, and from Rwanda to Germany.

By fleshing out the techniques available to the state in its engagementwith the rest of the
world, this has implications for the scholarly consideration of Rwandan governance.
Looking at heritage as a mode of mediating international relationships adds to our under-
standing of the RPF’s foreign policy efforts and how one of the philosophical underpin-
nings of these efforts, namely agaciro, plays out in practice. It also expands the field of
view of Rwandanheritage, from its domestic, especially nation-building, efforts to its inter-
national capabilities. This refocusing is useful both in studies of Rwanda and in heritage
studies more generally. We know less about how ‘recipient’ countries or ‘weak’ states
engage in heritage diplomacy, even as their agentive engagement in these relationships
can have significant impacts on how such initiatives proceed and the outcomes for both
sides.105 This article contributes a case of a ‘weak’ state engaging in the strategic use of heri-
tage for mediating international relationships—power flowing uphill.

With these bilateral dynamics in mind, I suggest that it is productive to consider the
strategic internationalism of heritage, where heritage serves as a useful tool in the man-
agement of international relations. While this article focuses on Rwanda, its analysis of
heritage diplomacy can extend to other countries in Africa and the Global South.
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Rwanda’s example helps to rethink the dynamics of heritage diplomacy and the agency of
weaker states, reframing heritage as a strategic element of foreign policy for any nation
that seeks to claim it, not merely those with more power and resources. Rwanda’s case
demonstrates an expanded role for heritage in making the post-colonial and post-
conflict future: it is a tool for building not only the nation itself, but also its international
powers.
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