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Abstract.

This research examines how the paradigm shift to neoliberal policies within Rwanda has seen education utilised as the resource to combat poverty and create greater equality within society. Utilising the concept of meritocracy, the Rwandan government sees the creation of an entrepreneurial middle class as the instrument through which it will evolve from a Lower-Income Country (LIC) to a Middle-Income Country (MIC). Meritocracy is conceived as the ability that no matter one’s social position at birth through utilising the opportunities offered you in the form of education, hard work, dedication and aspiration ascendancy up the social ladder is accessible. However, by highlighting the discrepancies in Rwanda’s fee-free education policy, and the value of cultural and social capital the hegemonically accepted ideological narrative that meritocracy enables greater equality within the social strata appears to be fundamentally flawed.
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Introduction.
Rwanda, in order to relieve poverty and improve its economic ranking in the global economy has instigated measures to mediate its transition from a low-income country (LIC) to a medium income country (MIC). Utilizing various critical perspectives, but in particular those of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS), I explore the paradigm shift towards neoliberal principles that was initially instrumented in 1992, in conjunction with the structural adjustment programme implemented by the World Bank. This neo-liberal doctrine was never fully initiated due to the resultant genocide; however, Rwanda has recently undertaken many neo-liberal policies which has seen it move away from protectionist strategies towards more open market policies. 

This paradigm shift towards the adoption of neoliberal values sees Rwanda promote education as the cornerstone of its developmental policies based upon the creation of a new entrepreneurial middle class of society. The hegemonically accepted ideology that greater social equality will occur through meritocracy and thus the expansion of the middle class is the main tenant of this study. An emphasis on the Gramscian usage of ideology and hegemony in terms of a discourse of acceptance is instrumental to highlight how the utilisation of the neoliberal concept of meritocracy in Rwanda is promoted. Exposition of the power of ideological discourse through various actors demonstrates how the principles of hard work, dedication and aspiration as the process through which to obtain social advancement have been disseminated through the social spheres in Rwanda. Furthermore, it can be seen that through the hierarchal structuring of Rwanda’s populace, formulated in response to the necessary removal of colonial constructs and the disjunctive prerogatives of those termed settlers or natives, the creation of a class system has proved a valuable form of social stratification that has enabled the very support of the underlying principles of meritocracy. 

The concept of meritocracy is further explored as one that creates greater inequality, this can be shown to be particularly relevant in the case of Rwanda through displaying that Rwanda’s declaration of having instigated a policy of fee-free education is not entirely applicable to its present schooling system. Further elaboration on this point demonstrates that access to further education is limited purely to those with fiscal means, further emphasising the imbalance of the meritocratic playing field. Utilising Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital, the economic and social positioning of people placed in Rwanda’s lower class is highlighted as yet further proof that the neoliberal concept of meritocracy in no way mitigates inequality but instead enables the growing divisiveness of social inequality. The final section heralds the work of the CCCS, in particular Paul Willis (1979) in demonstrating that children who contest the dominant ideology surrounding education and behavioural norms in Rwanda may in fact unwittingly serve the interests of the capitalist state by reinforcing this dominant ideology. In a final note I must emphasise that Rwanda’s educational strategies were implemented in the short 19 years since the genocide, with policies so I am informed being instigated quickly. Rwanda has since the genocide and despite inheriting the former regimes multilateral debts become one of the most stable regions in Africa, with a strong focus on poverty reduction. 

Methodology.
This study used a qualitative research design, this design allows for a politically engaged approach to ethnographic fieldwork following the epistemological approach of the compassionate turn which highlights the applied anthropologists role in advocacy (Robben and Sluka 2012). The politically engaged approach emphasises the need for applied anthropologists “to engage critically with the urgent crises faced by the socially vulnerable under the global lie of democracy and neoliberal prosperity in the 2000’s” (Bourgois 2006: ix). This approach has proved instrumental in highlighting the social discrepancies within Rwanda’s system of stratification and the social hardships imposed under the concept of meritocracy.

It must be noted with fieldwork offering a privileged arena for observation of politically imposed social hardship, that this casts a disquieting light on the uneasy contradictions between the social responsibility of establishing a moral judgement on unfair practices and cultural relativity. Wolf (1972) states that to this end, anthropologists avoid examining unequal power relations for fear of transgressing the high principles placed on cultural relativity. With debates about cultural relativity and human rights ongoing, Susan Dewey states that “applied feminist anthropologists distinguish themselves through their commitment to research that promotes political and social change” (2016:122). She emphasises that anthropologists are morally obliged to document and to an extent critic policy that places women and children in situations of disadvantage.  Moreover, as Scheper-Hughes (1995) states it remains problematic to decipher what could be perceived as a legitimate act of authority  within a culture, or what to the critical gaze of an anthropologist appears more as an ideological tool that has been heralded as a successful mechanism for creating social equality, whilst in fact undermining the very conditions of living for the poorest and most vulnerable in society. She states that we cannot and must not turn our gaze away from human suffering, but that we are here to hear, witness and invoke the ‘primacy of the ethical’. Even the forefather of ethnography Malinowski (1945) himself upon return from the Trobriand Islands argued strongly against anthropology as the process of neutral and objective observation. These arguments as stipulated above have furthered my inclination to adopt an engaged, compassionate perspective that highlights the moral imperative rather than the cultural.

The appropriation of methodology congruous to this design has seen the adoption of a triangulation of ethnographic methods. Ethnography is possessed of a framework that specifically allows for an understanding that behaviour is conditioned by context and is of pronounced use in applied research (Finan & van Willigen 1991). The qualitative methods utilised were participant observation of the social workers and children within SACCA and the recording of interviews, transcripts of which were duplicated for my perusal with the original copy being retained for SACCAs records. The use of visual narratives in the form of hand drawn pictures as a data collection tool and a single structured interview with the Executive secretary of the Mukarange sector, Claude Murekezi also formed the basis of my research on aspirations and meritocracy in Rwanda. Informal conversations with the social workers also formed a large part of my research with many of their comments ultimately guiding my research direction by highlighting the issues with fee-free education. During both my stays a reflexive journal was maintained, upon my return thematic analysis of these journals foreground issues of interest for a study. Textual analysis of available literature highlighted recent research directed at education in Rwanda and an article printed in the Guardian by Jo Littler drew my attention to the growing awareness of meritocracy as a mechanism for greater inequality. This proved conclusive in helping formulate the decision of where to narrow my research focus.   

Data collection.
Both times upon my arrival in Rwanda, Valentine the director of SACCA conducted an interview with myself to highlight any areas of interest and to advise on practices of collating data. During my study five social workers and Valentine acted as key informants. The data was predominantly collected during unstructured interviews and casual conversations, the unstructured interviews were normally recorded on site. However, casual conversations were always recorded in my reflexive journal at the end of each day.
25 girls and 36 boys were at the centre during my visits though not all participated in the research as the seniors attended school all day. As all the children that did participate in the research are minors, all interviews were supervised by a social worker. The data collected from the children took a variety of forms:
 Structured interviews were undertaken with the children with Valentines consent, the original copies of all these interviews were submitted to Valentine for perusal and were placed in the children’s files. Overall 12 boys within the centre and 16 girls took part in the interviews.
 Visual data was also recorded in the form of pictures, overall 10 girls and 8 boys participated in the research, again copies were placed in the children’s files.
6 interviews were carried out with boys brought into the centre by DASSO. These interviews were structured by SACCA and represent the first official collection of information for their files. After recording the information for SACCA I was allowed to make copies of these documents for my own files.
A formal interview was conducted with Claude Murekezi, Executive Secretary of Mukarange sector. Here I was instructed in the economic situation of Rwanda, its poverty reduction strategies, VISION 2020 and how the political system within Rwanda functions. 



Key considerations and ethics.
Reamer (1987) states that in applied fields increased sensitivity in respect of issues of informed consent and confidentiality are a considerable part of professional ethics. Following the ASA code of conduct and working within the research ethics framework (REF) matters were taken accordingly to ensure that no harm occurred to any of my research participants through or during my research. Permission for the research was gained beforehand by email with Valentine, Director of SACCA, this was followed by an interview upon my arrival where the full purpose and areas of research were discussed. To this end Valentine acted as a gatekeeper during my research. All transcripts of the interviews that were conducted with the children in the centre were submitted in original form to the children’s files. Social workers, Speciose or Juvenal (centre managers for girl’s and boy’s centres respectively) were present at all interviews for translating purposes but also to act as witness in safeguarding the children. All were fully informed of my research. Valentine in her capacity as gatekeeper also facilitated my formal meeting with the Executive secretary and arranged trips to the local schools as well as visits to the rural villages where the social workers were actively involved.

 As regards key considerations all identifying comments have been removed from the children’s narratives utilised in this report, to this end the identity of the children who participated has been protected. All social workers have been provided with pseudonyms to protect their identity. Under agreement with SAR the right to publish this document depends upon permission from the principles involved in this study, and then only after they have reviewed the full contents of said study. I must further state that none of my research participants offered any form of critic of Rwandan government policy concerning education or its drive to becoming a MIC through meritocracy, any such conclusions otherwise were drawn from my research and are purely my own. 

Literature review.
Though the original positioning of my research was animated through Littler’s (2017) series of articles on meritocracy printed in the Guardian. It was not until January 2018 when her book Against Meritocracy: Culture, Power and Myths of Mobility was published that I was able to see how truly her findings concurred with my research on Rwanda’s drive towards neoliberalism. Prunier’s (1995) book on the history of the Rwandan genocide The Rwanda Crises: History of a Genocide proved invaluable in explaining the causes of the genocide and the implementation of Structural Adjustment Policies. Further information of which I garnered through the research studies conducted by the economist Storey in 1991 and 2001. Accessing the required information on education however proved more difficult and I felt unable to fully substantiate my findings on schooling costs without exact data, here I was lucky in discovering several recent studies of education costs in Rwanda, the most enlightening of which was a study conducted by William’s et al (2014) in the exact area of Rwanda where I conducted my research. This study printed in the Compare: A Journal of Comparative and International Education provided my study with much of its quantitative information. Jeffrey’s et al (2008) Degrees Without Freedom study of Rural Northern India highlighted how education is posited as a social enabler in its ability to transcend societal categorisation. Utilising a neo-Marxist theoretical position, they highlight how parents expend their limited resources on their sons to remove them from a life of subsistence farming into white collar jobs only to find that both social and cultural capital account for more than educational qualifications.

Willis’ (1979) book Learning to Labour built on Althusser’s concept of dominant ideologies stresses how young working-class kids employ strategic symbolic resources to reject and counteract the prevalent hegemonic ideologies. This provided a vital theoretical insight into the behaviours of dissenting street children. The work of the sociologist Bourdieu (1984) though transcending neo-Marxist theories of class highlights the importance of social and cultural capital in perpetuating hierarchies within the social stratum, highlighting how a person’s capital is inculcated into their very habitus.  

Theoretical perspective.
My perspective in anthropology has been keenly influenced by Nancy Scheper-Hughes, despite not explicitly utilising her theories on poverty and violence here the concept of structural inequality and the violence of everyday life influences much of my research. As this research focused primarily on neoliberal policies, social stratification and inequality the theories that seemed most conducive to this study were those of the critical perspective, namely those of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies in Birmingham (CCCS). With the CCCS having influenced many ethnographic studies of education/under education (Levinson 1999), Althusser’s (1971) theory of ideology functions to demonstrate how these operate in a top down manner and always accord with the interests of those in power whilst appearing to be functioning in the interests of the lower classes. The wide acceptance of these ideas corresponds with Gramsci’s (1971) concept of hegemony and how hegemony functions to secure dominant forms of social and economic power. Whilst many theorists are now critical of the terms ideology and hegemony (Foucault 1981), I hope that by using them in the terminology manifested by the CCCS I can offset some of their recently perceived limitations. 

Research site.
The research was conducted at Streets Ahead Children’s Charity Association (SACCA) in Kayonza, Eastern Province, Rwanda. My acquaintance with SACCA was facilitated through its UK based fundraising partner SAR, Streets Ahead Rwanda who work closely with SACCA. SACCA is a well-established and respected community organisation that works with marginalized and vulnerable children, most of whom have been residing on the streets of Kayonza and the surrounding market towns. Alternatively, some of these children having been removed from their principle carers due to concerns of wellbeing, arrive at SACCA through a complicated web of village elders, local authority personnel and DASSO – who function in the form of local administrative enforcers of security and peace. The aim of SACCA is to provide immediate shelter and care with the ultimate goal of community-based reintegration. 
 
The centre of my research was primarily conducted in the girl’s rehabilitation centre in Kayonza, and the boy’s centre in Kabaronda, some 15 km from Kayonza. Both Kayonza and Kabaronda are market towns, with Kayonza being poised around the central crossroads that direct wayfarers either in the direction of Kigali, the capital of Rwanda, Tanzania or Uganda. Kayonza is the larger and more cosmopolitan of the two towns and due to having the majority of amenities being by far the busier of the two. Along the main roads out of Kayonza dirt tracks at intervals lead up to hilltop villages, these tracks themselves are dotted with bungalows making it feel like one long continuation of Kayonza. The land outside of Kayonza proper is predominantly laid down to subsistence farming, with each property standing in its own plot.

My research in Kayonza was conducted over two short periods, the first was a four-week period in April 2017, with a follow up visit of two weeks in September of the same year. At present SACCA supports 356 children throughout the Eastern province, enabling these children to remain with their families through the provision of a variety of social support mechanisms, including but not limited to facilitating the funding of schooling costs and materials. The centre is a community-based initiative, that is run by and employs predominantly local people.   
 Rwanda and the People with history.
Wolf (2010) writes that anthropology needs to discover history in order to explain how the social and economic system of the present world came into being.  Therefore, to understand the current social and political economy of Rwanda it is necessary to assess the interconnected forces that are propelling Rwanda towards meritocratic capitalism. In 1986, Rwanda lost two thirds of its export revenue when worldwide overproduction brought about the collapse of the commodity market (Kamola 2007). In 1991, the Rwandan government agreed to the implementation of a Structural adjustment programme (SAP), and in return the World Bank agreed $90 million of loans (Uvin 1998). The neoliberal fiscal policies promoted by the World Bank centred on the continuation of cash cropping despite evidence of an increasing socio-economic imbalance (Auerbach 2007), with the results that by 1992, 53 percent of the population was existing below the poverty line (Storey 1999).

The genocide that followed cannot be explicitly laid down to the implementation of fiscal policies designated by the World Bank, however, it without doubt played a strategic part (Toussaint 2005). Wood (2001) states that in times of famine or fiscal contraction the concept of ethnicity or indigeneity, rises to the fore and breeds an ideology of ‘lebensraum’. The resultant genocide and exodus of refugees effectively destroyed what was left of Rwanda’ s ailing infrastructure (VISION 2020, MINECOFIN). Since the 1994 genocide, the current government regime has been at considerable pains to rewrite such a divisive history through a focus on nationalistic pride and a reduction in social inequality (Mamdani 2001). This has been instrumented through the complete removal of colonial terminology and a growing emphasis on meritocratic opportunity for all and not one based on perceived ethnicity. In this respect the Rwandan government has sought to remove from Rwandan soil any lingering pre-conditions that could instrument a repeat of the genocide (Mamdani 2001). 
  
Social stratification.
With the complete removal of the segregating political identities of Hutu, Tutsi and Twa and all pejorative colonial constructs that could be monopolised to express a differentiation in any sphere of society, another model of social stratification was evoked. This took form in the framework of a class system. Through a system of census’, the populace of Rwanda was allocated a position in the hierarchal order:
· Elite.
· Middle class.
· Poor.
· Vulnerable.
Most persons who survive off subsistence farming, or those who find themselves dispossessed are allocated to the category of vulnerable. (Interview with Claude Murekezi, Executive Secretary Mukarange, September 2017). Gibson (2011) using a neo-Gramscian analysis states that societies create social frames within which to structure society, social framing is important to how societies function to such an extent that they appear as predetermined and are hegemonically accepted. This in turn is used to the advantage of neoliberal principles as grounded in the concept of meritocracy by instigating the ambition to remove if not oneself but one’s child from within the social class in which one finds oneself placed.

Rwanda today.
Rwanda is a land locked country nestled in the Great Lakes region and is known as the ‘Land of a thousand hills’ (Prunier 1997). This mountainous region is covered almost entirely by banana groves and small garden plots planted with sorghum. Small brightly coloured tin roofed mud bungalows make splashes of colour across the hills, and deep valleys drop down to reveal slithers of lakes, the land looks bountiful and fertile, a variety of greens against the rich red soil. Subsistence farming is the economic mainstay of 69% of households in Rwanda and accounts for 30% of GDP (NISR 2014). At present the population of Rwanda stands at 12,341,478 as of the 23/02/2018, with Rwanda holding the dubious honour of having the highest density of human occupation in the East African plateau with a median of 1200 person per square mile (countrymeters.info). However, overproduction of land and deforestation has led to the depletion of soil quality, this with the population density has brought about severe child malnutrition (personal communication with SACCA’s leading agronomist Martin, April 2017). Recent statistics on a cost of hunger survey recently presented in the Rwandan Parliament state that the percentage of malnourished children rests at 38% in 2015 (Results of Rwandan demographic survey, The New Times 2018).  At present 38% of the population still live below the poverty line, an estimated 4 million persons (Results of Rwandan demographic survey, The New Times 2018). These people would fall into the classification system as vulnerable.

Economic and political position of present day Rwanda.
The genocide inherently frames Rwanda’s economic, political and social policies on development, the resuscitation of Rwanda’s economy and development strategies are significant in that they are aimed at creating a stable and cohesive society (Maru 2017). In a development state the state dominates the economy, providing legislative and regulatory mechanisms within which the market operates (Maru 2017). She states that the development state requires a hegemonic national vision to enable it to complete the economic transformations. The Rwandan economy is booming with annual growth rates of 8% (Economist 15/07/2017). In 2006 aid made up 50% of the Rwandan governments budget, in 2017, this amount had been reduced to 17% (Economist 15/07/2017). Rwanda has one of the fastest growing economies in the world and is perceived as the model of successful fast development in Africa (Economist 15/07/2017). 


Paradigm shift to neo-liberal policies.
International financial attention to poverty alleviation focused on the goal of providing a skilled labour force, that is competitive on a world scale (Cammack 2009). One of Rwanda’s aims is the urbanisation of its workforce from 17.3 % in 2017 to 30% by 2020 (World Bank, Urbanization for Rwanda 2017). Godelier (1973b) sees the non-capitalist society as a pre-curser of capitalist society, this concept is applicable to Rwanda as the government actively seeks to bring workers into the labour market through a variety of mechanisms. Thereby, instigating a drive away from a community-based approach of collective farming, towards an individualistic pursuit of position and wealth based upon personal merit. 

As Meillassoux (1981) argues the capitalist means of production entice people into the wage sector with demonstrable purchasing power, this purchasing power is regarded as highly desirable as it helps facilitate access to medical insurance, and the ability to fund education which in itself will further encourage entry into the formal and competitive market of wage labour. In this way wage labour becomes a self-propelling force. This removal away from what can be described in a Marxist framework as “persons who, owning or controlling land and resources, [that] produce primarily agricultural crops for their own subsistence” (Roseberry 1976: 47, italics in original), towards a form of development that Waquant (2009) describes as ‘meritocratic individualism’ whereby each individual is responsible for their economic fate, heralds the rise of neoliberal ideologies. Rwanda forming as a meritocracy is now cited as an example to follow by both the Zimbabwean and Burundi governments (BBC News Report Africa 22/11/2017). With Rwanda styling itself on the economic meritocratic success of Singapore’s revitalisation programme which saw it develop from an LIC to a High-Income Country. (Vision 2020, MINECOFIN).	Comment by sara norris: 

Vision 2020.
In 1999, after consultation, the Government of National Unity had a document drafted, this document VISION 2020 presented the framework for Rwanda’s development process (VISION 2020, MINECOFIN). The main aspiration of VISION 2020 is to transform Rwanda’s economy into that of a middle-income country by 2020 (VISION 2020, MINECOFIN). At present Rwanda’s annual per capita income is around $720 as of 2017 (The New Times 27/02/17), the aim is to raise the per capita income to a minimum of 900 USD by the year 2020 and a steady increase thereafter. The report states that the State of Rwanda needs to implement policies that will lead the way for private sector growth, allowing for Rwanda’s economy to diversify into the secondary and tertiary sectors. In the long-term the aim of VISION 2020 is for Rwanda’s newly created entrepreneurial class to take over the creation of economic growth allowing the state to withdraw from maintaining its present involvement in the economic market (VISION 2020, MINECOFIN). 
Moyo (2010) highlights how Rwanda as in the rest of Africa needs a middle class that has a vested economic interest. She states that owing to the fact the middle class pays tax it can hold the government accountable, whilst as the government withdraws from the economic sphere and dissolves its interventionist strategies it needs a middle class of entrepreneurs who are capable of assuming its position. In this respect a politically involved middle class citizenry becomes the backbone for a long term social and economic development agenda. 

The withdrawal of the state is in concurrence with neoliberal policies. These policies were founded on the economic theory proposed by the Mont Pelerin Society also known as the Chicago school of economics and were avidly utilised by both Thatcher and Reagan in the UK and US respectively during their time in governance (Cohn 2014). They have since been held up as an exemplar of economic success, despite vast amounts of evidence demonstrating that they increase economic inequality and further disadvantage vulnerable groups (Cohn 2014). Brenner and Theodore (2002:358) argue that “The linchpin of neoliberal ideology is the belief that open, competitive, and unregulated markets, liberated from all forms of state interference, represent the optimal mechanism for economic development”. Economic integration is perceived as a crucial element to the success of Rwanda in becoming a key player in the African economy, through this agenda they have advocated to pursue an open liberal trade regime, this process involves minimizing barriers to trade, improving infrastructure, creating a skilled labour force, further privatisation of services such as the health sector and implementing strategic policies to encourage direct foreign investment (VISION 2020, MINECOFIN). 
VISION 2020 is based upon 6 pillars of development seen as key to becoming a middle-income country (MIC), these are:
· Good Governance.
· An efficient state.
· Skilled human capital, including education, health and information technology.
· A vibrant private sector.
· A world class physical structure.
· Modern agriculture and livestock.
Reducing aid dependency is a key component of VISION 2020, to enable this the state proposes the significant improvement of human resources to allow Rwanda to become a knowledge-based economy. The expansion of the secondary and tertiary sectors at present is considerably hindered by a shortage of suitably educated and trained personnel. Illiteracy creates a major disadvantage to meeting Rwanda’s vision with 48% of both rural and urban population presenting as unable to read or write (VISION 2020, MINECOFIN). 

Education in Rwanda.
         “Primary school teachers in Rwanda are so poor that their idea of meat is an aubergine”.
                                                                 (Charlene, social worker in SACCA, repeating an oft told joke).

Children are heralded as the future in Rwanda, the mechanism by which Rwanda will be lifted out of poverty and become a middle-income country (Personal communication, Valentine, Chairperson of SACCA, April 2017). They are considered the very cornerstone of development policy centred on nation building practices through the rise of an entrepreneurial class (Kuehr 2014). To this end Rwanda has committed to the “Universal Education for All” mandate of the Millennium Development Goals by instigating an education programme called the 12 years of basic education (12BYE) (MINEDUC 2010). The education of children through formal schooling is enshrined throughout Rwandan society as the pathway for development and is exemplified as a ticket to a better life (Williams et al 2014). 

The idea of education as being a key tool in individual transformation and central to the concept of the social good is proposed by Sen (1999) who states that the accessible provision of education should improve the growth of a state’s economy and that a well-educated populace can create greater equality for marginalised persons. Education is thus associated with higher economic returns and opportunity of both the individual and ultimately the nation state (Dreze and Sen 1995).  In concurrence with the Millennium Development Goals, in 2003 school fees were abolished in the public sector, with schools now funded through a capitation grant per pupil paid directly from governmental budgets (MINEDUC 2011). 
Education in Rwanda is now structured as:

6 years in primary.
3 years in junior.
3 years in secondary
Education in Rwanda for the first 9 years is compulsory, and for all 12 years is touted as fee-free. The concept of free education in Rwanda, however, does not tally with that of the UK. There is a growing recognition amongst academics studying the Rwandan education system that both parents and children contend with a range of difficulties in an attempt to access so called fee-free education (Williams et al 2014, Veal 2001). The government doctrine that children are the future of Rwanda and that education, hard work and aspiration can provide these children with a better future appears to be hegemonically accepted by most parents and in particular by children themselves. In September whilst visiting a very rural village that subsisted mainly through farming, I queried the number of children not in school to be informed by the social worker present that:
           “the people in this village are very poor and many parents struggle to pay for PTA or school uniform. That until such time as money for these things has been saved up the children stay home. The parents do want their children to go to school very much but that it is difficult for them. The recent famine in December was particularly severe in this area and there was much suffering. It made life difficult and many people and children came to SACCA asking for help with school uniform or PTA. But we could not help them, if you help one family than you must help them all. The centres then were too full with many children, and we had no spare money. The school is also many, many miles from here, it is a long way for children to walk when they are needed to help at home, these children in villages they go to school and work at home.” 

This desire for education and its perceived benefits was first brought to my attention shortly after my arrival in Rwanda. On Tuesday 25th April 2017, I was asked to document the arrival of six young boys who were brought into the centre having been picked up in Kayonza market by DASSO. The information I collected was to be replicated, a copy for myself and a copy for each child’s individual file. Utilising just two of these interviews it is easy to see just how problematic the concept of free education is:
Name: (Removed)
Age: 10yrs
School year: Primary 1.
Amount of time living on the street: 1 day/ do not live on street.
Reason for living on the street: My neighbour (boy brought into the centre with him) said to go to the market to make some money. I needed the money to buy some shoes and a writing book for school, they will not let me go to school with no shoes or book.
Location and name of Parents (removed). Unknown due to family breakdown, mother possibly in Uganda with youngest child. Live at home with an aunt and 2 brothers in Gikaya.
Siblings: 3: 2 brothers and 1 sister all younger.

Name: (Removed)
Age: 13
School year: Primary 1.
Amount of time on street: 4 months.
Reason for living on the street: There is a lot of conflict at home between my parents, we are very poor. There is no money for food and we are lucky to have one meal a day. I come from a big family and there are too many of us. There is no money for school and I could not finish my first year there. I would like to go back to school. I went on the streets to earn some money for a better life
Location and name of parents: (removed) Parents are both at home in Gahini.
Siblings: 6: 4 brothers and 2 sisters all younger.

Further research highlighted just how much the cost of fee-free education is in Rwanda. Following my conversation with the social worker, I tried to ascertain this cost, initially I was informed that school uniforms cost between 3,000-6,000 RWF and PTA is about 200-300 RWF per term depending on the school. However, when speaking with the girls one day in the centre about examinations in secondary school it transpired that these costs too had to be paid. Information revealed by SACCA staff and the Headmaster at the Kayonza school attended by the girls revealed that parents and caregivers are required to contribute to their children’s education from building classrooms to paying PTA fees, with parents becoming de facto members of the PTA as soon as their child enrols at school. The PTA, while overseeing school operations is also a voluntary fee paid to supplement teacher’s salaries. 
Teaching salaries are notoriously low in Rwanda with a primary school teacher receiving as little as 45,000 RWF a month only just 1 and a half times above the recognized poverty rate of $1.25 a day (personal communication, social workers. Qualified teachers may command more at 98,000 RWF and secondary school teachers with a degree up to 120,000 RWF (Rubagazi et al 2016). However, qualified teachers are more likely to seek positions within the private schooling system due to the better facilities on offer (personal communication, headteacher at Kayonza). Research conducted by Williams et al (2014) however highlights that the contribution of PTA is not in fact voluntary with children whose parents fail to pay being penalised by being given manual chores to carry out and repeat offenders being excluded from school entirely. Williams et al (2014) however states the cost of education in Rwanda to be much higher than I initially supposed with multiple factors to be taken into account.
 The cost of school materials is noted by myself and Williams et al (2014:13):  
Table 1
	Pens.
	50 Rwf per pen as needed.

	Notebooks.
	2000- 9000 Rwf dependant on year of schooling.

	PTA.
	600- 3000 Rwf a year depending on school policy and year of study.

	School uniform (Primary).
	2600- 4000 Rwf

	School uniform (Junior, Secondary).
	6000- 9000 Rwf.



As noted by the above table education in Rwanda is not free. To date, though the introduction of fee-free education has achieved net enrolment at primary level of 96.3 % for boys and 97.4 % for girls (Ministry of Education 2015), completion rates are by far lower with only 58 % of children having completed primary school education and only 3% fully completing secondary (National Education Profile Update 2014). This lack of school completion is linked to the prohibitive costs of national examinations, that must be undertaken to pass from primary to junior and each proceeding year of education thereafter, as noted by a SACCA social worker:
          “there are many children who complete primary 6 lessons but have no money for the exam at the end of year that will allow them to go to junior school, when in junior school PTA and books become more expensive too, many parents will have younger children in primary and they want to make sure that they receive a basic education, in this area families have many children, some we know have ten or twelve children.”

 As noted by Williams et al (2014:12) the costs of exams are:
Table 2.
	District examination.
	1000 RWF.

	Examination book.
	300 RWF.

	Costs of national examination entry card.
	500 RWF.

	School Report.
	100-300 RWF depending on child’s level of study.

	Mock examinations.
	500-2000 RWF depending on child’s level of study.

	National examination registration fee.
	3000 RWF.



Children who either fail to pay examination related costs or who fail to pass the examination process are constrained to re-sit the year (personal communication, social worker). With extra-curricular coaching for exams offered by teachers also invoking additional costs (Williams et al 2014), it is easy to see how the costs of fee-free education functions as a barrier to school completion rates. In this context the increasing pressure that vulnerable families are placed under in the quest to access educational provision can only increase their immediate impoverishment. The widely cited notion that education is a social good is so prevalent it is now hegemonically accepted despite critical studies within the social sciences querying whether partially funded education is an effective area of entry for a LED country in the pursuit of economic and social growth (Jeffrey et al 2008). 
That education is opportunity for all is a widely disseminated ‘truth’ in Rwanda, with both the headteachers at the schools SACCA children attended, and several social workers at SACCA all stating that this is the way to expand Rwanda’s middle class and create a trickle-down economy. This hegemonic ideology is instrumental to the neoliberal objective in the perception that for free trade to truly function the marketisation of public provision must be undertaken by a competitive, entrepreneurial class (Friedman 1962). This ideology is so widely accepted that it is proposed and implemented from within Non-Governmental Organisations to Multilateral Organisations like the World Bank, with the propagation of the narrative that an educated workforce leads to a higher economic standing that will in turn result in greater wealth dispersal (Jeffrey et al 2008). As noted by Jeffrey et al (2008) in India this has merely resulted in an over saturation of the employment sector with a large amount of the population underemployed, with many refusing to undertake manual labour as it is deemed too demeaning to their educational status, whilst others are burdened with the notion of failure. He states that the global spread of an ideology based upon extended participation in school and subsequent entry into the professional sphere of one’s choice has encouraged both parents and children to invest both effort and vital monetary resources in formal schooling. In this context the quest for education could be seen to ultimately lead a family to greater impoverishment in their attempt to provide their child with a future away from the seasonal vagaries and dependencies of subsistence farming. 
The education system in Rwanda functions on the concept of meritocracy, where children given the tools in the form of education have merely to work hard and aspire to success based on their own personal merit. That meritocratic achievement is universally available to all is part of Rwanda’s mantra as Claude Murekezi, Executive secretary of Mukarange sector stated in an interview:
“There is no place for laziness in Rwanda, people are given the tools to help themselves and it is up to them to utilise these tools, Rwanda, only helps those who help themselves. We are a country of drive and ambition and we need young people to help drive it”. 


The concept of meritocracy.
Raymond Williams (1958) claimed that the ladder represents an ideology of meritocracy that substantiates the bourgeois idea of society, epitomising the hierarchically driven individual as an ideal representation of societal requirements to the detriment of the collective and the notion of equality. Alan Fox (1956) coined the term meritocracy in an article called Class and Equality this was a sociologically driven summary of the apparatuses that are adopted to reinforce social stratification. This highlighted the capitalist concept that those who achieved a higher occupational status owed it to a greater level of educational achievement and ambition and therefore were entitled to a significantly higher income, he stated that the devising of an apparatuses that substantially rewards people purely on their intellect, drive and ruthlessness results in the demoralization of those deemed at the bottom. Williams (1958) underlines the hegemonic ideology that supports this construct stating that intelligence is regarded as absolute and limited purely because this is what society tells us to think.  This highlights the pervasively accepted abuse of a society that reinforces the idea of opportunity for all, withdrawing the focus from class to intelligence, and yet only admitting those of noted intelligence and drive into the very elite class it has constructed (Littler 2108). As Williams (1958) states it offers individual advancement through merit and not through the positioning of moneyed class and birth right, whilst still upholding the very principle of hierarchy itself. Meritocracy is therefore an ideological discourse constituting a general worldview that is hegemonically accepted, and one that is held up particularly by the global north as the neoliberal ideal. 

Neoliberalism, Meritocracy and Rwanda.
The adoption of the term meritocracy, sees it mutated from radical socialist discourse to a tool advocating social advantage by the neoliberalist state and international development agencies. Neoliberal meritocracy argues against the concept of the Keynesian welfare state as it would stand in opposition to the spread of meritocratic values bound as it is to the capitalist market, open competition and the concept of entrepreneurialism (Bell 1972). Meritocracy in its neoliberal form subscribes to a competitive system in all areas of life and takes a linear form of social development (Littler 2018). Foucault (2008) held that contesting ideas are utilised by the state to transform practices of resistance into acceptance. In this way the concept of meritocracy was utilised as promoting greater equality and access to wealth for the individual through that individual’s pursuit based on merit, rather than foreshadowing in its original usage a new system of inequality based on competitiveness and the loss of the collective. Littler (2018) states that it is most commonly those who are in a position of significant resource depravation who are most intensely urged to adopt neoliberal meritocratic ideologies and aspire to social mobility. The concept sold through meritocracy is that hard work and dedication through the education system will see you aspire to your occupational choice and thus greater social mobility. As Foucault (1980) states social inequality is therefore reproduced through education: that whilst education is promoted as the ideal for social improvement throughout the globe, the ideology of the state discourse is in fact reinforced through the narrative utilised within the schooling system

Aspirations.
Meritocracy functions on the concept of aspirations, the ideology that you can achieve your ideals purely through hard work and drive, the idea that if you dream big you can succeed. During a study that I conducted with children in both the boys and girls centres at SACCA it was noted that where they were asked to draw a picture of their future selves, these children were not without aspirations.  These results of the study do not reflect a generalisation as not all children were present at the SACCA centres nor is it representative of children within Rwanda. It merely functions to showcase how children brought up in an economically and socially vulnerable environment have adopted the pervasive meritocratic ideology.
Table 3.
Chosen occupation                         School Level                                     Age
	Doctor
	2nd year in junior.
	15 years.

	Mechanic
	1st year in junior.
	14 years.

	Airline pilot
	1st year in junior.
	14 years.

	Doctor
	1st year in junior.
	14 years.

	Member of police force
	1st year primary.
	13 years.

	Singer
	1st year primary.
	13 years.

	Record producer
	3rd year primary.
	13 years.

	Helicopter pilot
	2nd year primary.
	13 years.

	Teacher 
	1st year primary.
	13 years.

	Airline pilot
	3rd year primary.
	12 years.

	President of Rwanda
	1st year primary.
	12 years.

	Fighter pilot
	3rd year primary.
	11 years.

	Soldier/tank driver
	4th year primary.
	11 years.

	Drive the Presidents car 
	1st year primary.
	10 years.

	Teacher 
	1st year primary.
	10 years.

	Doctor
	2nd year primary.
	10 years.

	Pilot
	2nd year primary.
	10 years.

	General
	1st year primary.
	10 years.


These aspirations in themselves are not that uncommon. However, due to the economic and social positions these children were in before arrival at SACCA all have missed some years of schooling. Though some will have the opportunity to complete secondary schooling before they reach 19 years of age many will be unable to catch up. Even upon completion of secondary schooling access to finances for these children is extremely restricted and will pose as a serious disadvantage when trying to further their education at university or college.  
David’s (pseudonym) story shows how difficult it is for those with no financial capital to follow their ambitions:
           “I was brought to the centre when I was about ten, I was addicted to glue and first I thought to runaway but then I started to like it. I gave up the drugs and smoking. I found I liked school, and I was able to catch up. People said I was very clever, which made me happy. I was one of the few who managed to do all twelve years of schooling. I was lucky to make friends with a woman who came out to SACCA to volunteer and she became my sponsor, she helped me pay to go to university to study medicine. I am training to become a nurse, I train at different hospitals in different departments and I must pay for my lodgings and food where I get sent. I love my job, this Christmas day I delivered my first baby. I would like to become a doctor, but this is very expensive. Even with my sponsorship I still have to work a lot to cover my training”.

David is rightly heralded as one of SACCAs success stories, when I first met him he was calling into SACCA to pick up smart shirts and trousers that had been sent over by his sponsor. But he is the first to admit that it is very difficult to find places to train and pay for that training without social connections and financial backing. However, as Duncan, Chairperson of SAR commentated these children at SACCA are the lucky ones, children living on the streets suffer greater disadvantages as they are completely unable to access any formal education.
Maria (pseudonym) 16 years old was one of the fortunate ones:
           “Life was bad, I was raised on the street by my mother. All the time we were looking for work. I started taking drugs when I was very young. Other children on the street were often rough and beat me, there was no food or shelter, and nowhere to wash, we slept on bits of cardboard. I heard about school and thought I might like to go but we had no money, not even for food, some days we did not eat at all. Eventually I left my mother and went to the Calcutta sisters in Kigali they said it is not safe for a girl my age to live on the street and they brought me and four of the other girls off the street to SACCA. I slept on a mattress here for the first time and they sent us all to school. None of us had ever been to school before, that was four years ago”. 

Equality of opportunity.
Meritocracy rests on the idea of a level playing field where everyone is given equal opportunity to aspire to their chosen ideals. This ideology conveniently ignores the systematic inequality of an education system that supports those who are able to fund their child’ s education, whilst ignoring and to some degree furthering the struggles of those that cannot. The unaffordability of education and the required materials disproportionately effects those placed in the vulnerable class of society, whilst citing the concept of meritocracy as a way to escape from the very class stratification within which they have been placed. In Berlant’s (2012) language this is little more than ‘cruel optimism’ by inciting a belief and trust in the promise of a brighter future whilst knowing such enticements are actively impeded by the harsh realities of a neoliberal state. The level playing field of opportunity represents not so much that, but as a muddied puddle, and the ladder promoting meritocratic rise, flimsy and prone to being swept away in times of famine and drought. The vulnerable and poor classes in society remain within their positions of exploitation, labouring harder and harder just to compensate for the structural inequalities of a system stacked against them (Littler 2018). Littler, describes this trend of the “disavowed disadvantage [as] the egalitarian deficit’’ (2018:13).

The meritocratic rise of those labelled vulnerable is further hindered by the positions occupied by the elite and middle classes which inhabit and externalise the privileges offered from within the meritocratic system (Littler 2018). According to staff at SACCA a middle-class income is approximately 180,000 Rwanda Francs a month compared to the income of 30,000 Rwandan Francs of someone deemed in the vulnerable class. The ability to provide your child with not only an education but the best education as well as the ability to supply monetary assistance to a child whilst they gain further qualifications thus becomes starkly noticeable in Rwanda. This stands in evident contrast to those who exist on considerably lower incomes and shows how disadvantaged the vulnerable class is in Rwanda in contrast to the elite and middle. There is a notably wide availability of private education in Rwanda. With most elite and wealthy middle-class persons opting for this method of education for their children as Valentine stated when discussing private schooling in Rwanda:
           “I send my children there because it is the best, you want to give your children the best opportunity to succeed. They have very good facilities at the school, with many laptops and very good teachers. Children who finish school there have very good grades”.

Private education offers huge advantages to those able to access it, not only does it draw in the best teachers with the best qualifications, it also ensures a child’s access to the best facilities. But most importantly it lays the groundwork for a myriad of social connections amongst a child’s peers that can be utilised to further their careers in the future. 

Cultural capital.
The promotion of education as relevant to economic change is one of the greatest paradoxes of neoliberal globalisation, in that at the very epoch a number of people previously denied access to education recognize the possibilities it may hold for their children, these very possibilities come to rest upon cultural capital (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977).  Bourdieu (1984) states that cultural capital in fact reinforces social hierarchies through the mis-recognition of the legitimacy of a range of cultural goods from deportment, possessions, social connections and position at birth within the hierarchy. Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) State that a child must learn to achieve “successful acculturation” to enable them to meet the irreducible academic requirements as regards scholarly language and behaviour. Working class students in turn will have undertaken a more stringent process to reach higher education as regards pedagogic communication and various other types of cultural capital inscribed in a person’s ‘habitus’ Bourdieu and Passeron (1977). 
With 48% of the population illiterate and 4 million people living in poverty (VISION 2020, Minecofin), the cultural capital that will enable a child to meet its educational expectations and enable said child’s pursuit of chosen career is limited. That the investment of time and access to facilities is beneficial to promoting a child’s educational growth has been highlighted by recent studies (Littler 2018). A parent therefore that cannot read or is unable to help a child with their homework and is versed little in the world beyond the village is unhappily lacking in the form of cultural capital that can help a child transcend the barriers of social stratification.

Jeffrey’s et al (2008) study of rural northern India, further highlights the importance of social and cultural capital by demonstrating how the influence of a parent’s social connections enables a person greater access to the jobs market. With parents who exist by subsistence farming and rarely visiting town existing within their own social stratum this implies that parents are rarely granted the opportunity to make the social connections that can further their child’s career or have the knowledge on how to further that career (Jeffreys et al 2008). This thus highlights how children with a more privileged background have a greater advantage due to cultural capital inculcated in their habitus, whilst those without this investment are more constrained by their habitus (Bourdieu 1984). Thus, Littler’s (2018) concept of an egalitarian deficit is increased fourfold.

Contesting the dominant ideology: No top without a bottom.
Failure to learn or even engage with the educational system in Rwanda sees many children oppose the hegemonic ideology by creating their own counter culture. This was particularly noticeable amongst the boys who were brought into the centre.
As Francis (pseudonym) notes:
“I come from a big family, there was a lot of conflict at home because we were very poor. There was no money to send me too school like my friends in the village. I was the only one my age who had not been to school. One day some boys came to the village they said that they were going to Kigali, they said that they were going to make some money. I decided to go with them as I was very unhappy at home. These boys they lived on the street, they said that they could do whatever they wanted. That it was fun on the street. I started smoking and sniffing glue, we also sniffed petrol. We stayed together as a small group, we looked out for each other. We went anywhere we wanted to. We stayed out on the back streets of Kigali at night and slept in ditches during the day sometimes. I lived on the streets for about a year. After a while I got ill, and they left to go to another town. DASSO picked me up in Kayonza. I wanted to go back and find my friends but people at SACCA told me I was ill because of the drugs”.  
 
As can be seen from the above excerpt the emphasis on the importance and desirability of education sees some children unable to conform to the expectations of society at large. In response they often establish alternative social connections with others in similar economic and social positions. With neoliberal economic restructuring focusing on education many young people unable to attend school contest this dominant ideology by running away, smoking, drinking, consuming drugs and according to the older children in SACCA engaging in sexual intercourse, sometimes in exchange for financial recompense. Other times because they could. All these above actions I have documented are illegal for minors (18yrs), with drugs being illegal for all age groups (Personal communication,x social worker). However, this behaviour in itself can be seen to reinforce the state ideology, as these children are commonly regarded with contempt, reinforcing more privileged children’s ideals of the desirability of success. Whilst I was out in Rwanda I often observed a small group of rag tag children, one perhaps no older than eight standing on the dusty track that led both to my house and to a private schooling facility. These children would stare in wonder at the middle-class children going to school with their Nike trainers, sunglasses, earphones and smartphones. But I noted that the children attending school did not so much as deign to notice them. 
By utilising the work of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies and Willis (1977) in particular, we can furthermore see how children in Rwanda actively respond in a collective sense to the material conditions and inherited structural positioning by engaging in a set of norms that contest the dominant ideology by displaying behaviours that exist in stark contrast to the behaviours considered acceptable in Rwanda. Willis (1977) States that children underperforming at school or in the case of Rwanda unable to attend formal schooling can be seen to actually reinforce the interests of capitalism by supplying the ingredients of an unskilled workforce. In the concept of a hierarchal order you cannot have a top without a bottom. It can therefore be seen that these children despite the negativity surrounding their position in society actually play a strategic role in maintaining that society, both through standing as an example of negative behaviours and thus providing a positive influence, but also by providing a ready-made unskilled workforce that will undertake the labours that others will not deign to do. Therefore, it can be seen that “class is not simply an ‘objective’ position one occupies, but becomes configured into subjectivity” (Lawler 1999:6).



Discussion.
My intention is not to argue against the advancement of educational opportunities for those deemed in the lower classes of Rwandan society nor against the neoliberal utilisation of the concept of meritocracy. But to highlight how these opportunities can act as a fiscal barrier to many families already subsisting in a vulnerable position. As can be noted by figures 1 and 2 the median cost of school uniform and materials is approximately $16 or 13,000 RWF per year with a significant median increase of approximately $8.50 or 6,000 RWF if it happens to be an exam year. This can be seen to present a considerable financial burden to families existing on or even below the $1.25 poverty rate, particularly for those with many school age children.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Further issues can be seen to arise with the overarchingly hegemonic acceptance that the investment in a child’s education will greatly improve their chances to climb the social ladder and become a member of the expanding entrepreneurial middle class. As Meillassoux (1975) states the investment of resources in one’s increase will not see the parent gain profit due to the age of majority, therefore only the capitalist economy gains through the parent’s previous investment in their increase. Parents therefore place themselves in considerable financial hardship in the notion of furthering their increase. The neoliberal concept of meritocracy can also be seen to valorise the social climber and the positioning of the entrepreneur. It further makes the climb seem widely accessible and easier to accomplish by resting its ideological discourse in the narrative of hard work, aspirations and merit whilst ignoring the very discourse of social and economic inequalities that must be overcome by certain factions of the population. Thus, legitimising the very notion of inequality that meritocracy is meant to ensure against. 

Conclusion.
Rwanda’s social and economic policies since the genocide have been instrumental to the rebuilding of its infrastructure. Rwanda must obviously now engage in diversifying its policies to help keep the economy incentivized as its main economic exports of cash cropping rely heavily on market forces. These market forces are subject to market fluctuations over which Rwanda has no control. Of further issue is the steady depletion of soil quality and the heavy rural population Rwanda supports. With the infrastructure rebuilt and groundworks now in place Rwanda is proposing to take a more active role in the global economy in its attempt to become an MIC. This study highlights how the paradigm shift towards neoliberal policies sees a heavy emphasis on education and meritocracy as focal points on which its economic development rests. However, by assessing the real cost of fee-free education in Rwanda we can see that the concept of meritocracy when utilised in a neoliberal sense carries with it several paradoxical principles which detract from its potential as a levelling mechanism and will in fact further the inequalities within the class structure.
 
The research conducted highlights how the burden of bearing the cost of education already falls disproportionately on those maligned with a lack of fiscal, social and cultural capital. Thus, it can be seen that unless Rwanda adopts policies that will support and enable a more level playing field and enable access for those at the very bottom of the ladder to approximate the opportunities of those higher up, the very persons living on subsistence farming that the Rwandan government wishes to help will be left further behind in the newly regenerated Rwanda. As Karl Marx (1848) proclaimed equality of outcome is the fair way to accomplish economic and social freedoms. To accomplish this Rwanda must implement the removal of PTA fees and improve teaching salaries to attract a higher calibre of teachers, the supplying of basic schooling materials such as books and pens and the eradication of exam fees would further open the playing field for those that should wish to continue their education and the removal of the concept of failure for those who wish not. However, the overemphasis on education as the great leveller in itself needs to be addressed with the merit of all labouring positions being held of worth. A reduction in emphasis on mechanisms for social stratification, which merely marks out the haves from the have nots, and which must be noted are great inequality enforcers further hinders those placed in the most vulnerable class.  
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