
Geogr. Helv., 76, 163–175, 2021
https://doi.org/10.5194/gh-76-163-2021
© Author(s) 2021. This work is distributed under
the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License. su

pp
or

te
d 

by

Future-making in Burkina Faso: ordering and
materializing temporal relations in the

Bagré Growth Pole Project

Janine Hauer1,2

1IRI THESys, Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin, Berlin, Germany
2ZIRS, Martin-Luther-Universität Halle-Wittenberg, Halle, Germany

Correspondence: Janine Hauer (janine.hauer@hu-berlin.de)

Received: 18 May 2020 – Revised: 4 March 2021 – Accepted: 8 March 2021 – Published: 4 May 2021

Abstract. Visions for the future drive current practices and shape daily lives. Recently, the future has also
become a ubiquitous theme in the social sciences. Starting from the observation that the future serves as an
explanation and legitimization for the doings and sayings of different groups of actors involved in the Bagré
Growth Pole Project in Burkina Faso, this paper offers an analysis of two instantiations of future-making. Based
on 9 months of ethnographic fieldwork in Burkina Faso, I examine how the future is addressed and made by
ordering and materializing temporal relations. In the first part, I focus on how the past–present–future triad is
constantly cut, the past blanked and the future prioritized. I argue that this imperative of the future serves to
silence contestations and conflicts from which possibly alternative futures could be derived. In the second part, I
turn to the material dimension of future-making through infrastructure construction and maintenance. Infrastruc-
turing in Bagré permanently alters landscapes and creates “as-if” spaces, thereby producing path dependencies
that will channel future possibilities of living in the area. Shedding light on how specific futures are (un)made in
practice provides a lens which may inform discussions about alternative and eventually more just futures.

1 Introduction

I first met the director of the Maison de l’Entreprise du Burk-
ina Faso (MEBF) office in Bagré in early June 2017 in the
capital Ouagadougou. I was tracing a network of rice sell-
ing points set up by the MEBF together with an NGO to
propagate the rice of Bagré among the urban population of
Burkina Faso’s capital that preferred imported rice from In-
dia, Thailand and China among others. Asian rice, I was
told, was cheaper and would “puff up” when being cooked,
thereby filling more hungry bellies. The government of Burk-
ina Faso together with international partners and NGOs had
thus made it a priority to increase national rice production
to reduce imports since the global food price crisis in 2007–
2008. I had come to Burkina Faso to trace how Africa’s rice
promise (Wopereis et al., 2013) was being realized in prac-
tice and what the implications for the land and livelihoods of
local populations were. Hearing about my project, the direc-
tor of Bagré’s MEBF office immediately invited me to come

to Bagré “le grenier du Faso”, Burkina’s granary, as he put
it, because this is “where you need to go to see what the rice
future looks like” (fieldnote – FN, 4 July 2017). Two weeks
later, there I was. Together with the director and four other
staff members I was sitting at a table in the MEBF’s satellite
office in Bagré. Bagré was a perfect case study and a flag-
ship, they told me. The brand name “riz de Bagré” was well-
known all over the country. Furthermore, Bagré had “une vi-
sion” that different actors working directly or indirectly in the
rice sector were committed to; it would provide 30 000 ha of
irrigable land where family farms would mainly grow rice
but also maize, onions and other vegetables. They would
work hand in hand with larger investors who would take
care of processing and disseminating the latest research ad-
vances regarding varieties and cultivation techniques to “feed
the country”. Livestock production and ecotourism would
be supplementing activities. Altogether the mixture would
create jobs for women and the youth. Bagré was pictured
as an exemplary growth pole and a model for the future of
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Burkina’s agriculture (FN, 20 July 2017). During the follow-
ing weeks I met rice farmers, processors and vendors, plain
managers and field agents, and bank employees and rice re-
searchers who reported on precarious living conditions, bro-
ken infrastructure, lack of coordination and engagement, de-
layed payments, and the challenges of applying local solu-
tions to globalized problematizations. I also learned that the
initial estimations of around 30 000 ha of irrigable lands had
been re-estimated to a total of 16 700 ha, with only 3380 ha
being irrigated by the time of my research. Yet, these prob-
lems were framed as temporary, rooted in individuals’ in-
capacities or deficits in management. The prosperous future
prospect however was defended and Bagré’s vision upheld:
Bagré had the potential to be the cart horse for the country’s
economy, with 30 000 ha of fertile irrigable farm land, where
30 000 jobs would be created and where smallholders and
large investors would work hand in hand to feed the country.

In this paper I look at two recurring instantiations of
future-making in Bagré and place them within current discus-
sions of what can be termed anthropologies and geographies
of the future. Starting from the observation that the future re-
peatedly serves as an explanation and legitimization for the
doings and sayings of different groups of actors involved in
the Bagré Growth Pole Project in Burkina Faso, I analyze
how its presence shapes the everyday practices as well as ma-
terial realities of life in Bagré and the consequences of such
ordering and infrastructuring of temporal relations.

A plethora of attempts to “bring the future back in” (Ap-
padurai, 2004: 60) are currently observed across the social
sciences. The “future matters” (Adam and Groves, 2007),
“remains” (Akerman et al., 2017), condenses into “socio-
technical imaginaries” (Jasanoff and Kim, 2009) and forms
“dreamscapes of modernity” (Jasanoff and Kim, 2015). As
such, it relies on the “the capacity to aspire” (Appadurai,
2004). Indeed, the future is a “cultural fact” (Appadurai,
2013). Different visions for the future orient us differently in
the present (Nielsen, 2011, 2014; Bryant and Knight, 2019).
These orientations make the future empirically graspable.
Studies of the future and how the future is envisioned, en-
acted and brought into being have focused on, for example,
anticipation (Anderson, 2010; Cross, 2014; Greiner, 2016;
Geenen, 2018), expectation (Ferguson, 1999; Beckert, 2013,
2016; Kornienko, 2014; Ringel, 2018) and hope (Braun,
2005; Anderson and Fenton, 2008; Jansen, 2014; Hauer et
al., 2018). While this paper is inspired by these discussions
on temporality and futurity, its point of departure is more
empirical and arose directly from fieldwork situations such
as the one described above. While a range of current prob-
lems and conflicts related to the Bagré Growth Pole Project
were repeatedly brought up, they were hardly ever practically
addressed. Rather, they seemed to be set aside in favor of
depicting and referencing a future “yet to come”. Although
some of my interlocutors would occasionally describe Bagré
as a “powder keg” that had “explosive potential”, I never
came to witness open contestations or resistance against the

everyday decisions and process of the project. Rather such
utterances were quickly silenced by pointing to Bagré’s vi-
sion for the future.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: I will
start by describing the details of the fieldwork and empirical
material this paper is based on, including how it was ana-
lyzed. Afterwards, I will briefly look into the current discus-
sions that address the future in anthropology and human ge-
ography that inspired the analysis that follows. Subsequently,
I will sketch the emergence of the Bagré Growth Pole Project
as a “tool of future-making” (Müller-Mahn, 2019: 3) by
opening up new lands for new crops and new business op-
portunities, before delving more deeply into two modes of
future-making in Bagré: in the first part of the analysis, I
show how the past–present–future triad is constantly cut, the
past blanked and the future prioritized. I argue that this im-
perative of the future serves to silence contestations and con-
flicts from which possibly alternative futures could be de-
rived. In the second part, I turn to the material dimension of
future-making through infrastructure construction and main-
tenance. Infrastructuring in Bagré permanently alters land-
scapes and creates “as-if” spaces, thereby producing path de-
pendencies that will channel future possibilities of living in
the area. In the concluding section I argue that shedding light
on how specific futures are (un)made in practice provides
a lens which may inform discussions about alternative and
eventually more just futures.

2 Methods

In this paper I draw on 9 months of ethnographic fieldwork
in Bagré and Ouagadougou in Burkina Faso from May to
November 2017 and May to August 2018. The overall re-
search aimed at providing an understanding of the socio-
ecological changes and dynamics that the implementation
of a large-scale development project – the Bagré Growth
Pole Project – brought to the region of Bagré. A particu-
lar focus was given to rice production. The fieldwork was
accomplished in Ouagadougou and Bagré, with only occa-
sional visits to other parts of the country. Fieldwork in Oua-
gadougou concentrated on the project management level and
its broader organizational and political environment as well
as on the marketing and consumption side of the rice sec-
tor. The capital is the location of ministries, research insti-
tutes, project funders’ offices and professional organizations
as well as a dense network of rice sellers. In Ouagadougou, I
conducted 12 semi-structured expert interviews (Longhurst,
2003; Bogner et al., 2009; Dunn, 2010) that helped me to
gain an understanding of the organization of the rice sector
and the Bagré Growth Pole Project in particular. Moreover, I
had 35 conversations with rice sellers that focused on their
specific supply networks. Fieldwork in Bagré in turn was
more participatory. I lived in Bagré Chantier, a district just
below the Bagré dam that had co-developed with the dam
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and that hosted satellite offices of the project’s managing in-
stitutions, banks and stakeholder offices, a military base, and
housing for construction workers. It also constituted the com-
mercial center of the region with a market, shops and pro-
cessing facilities for different agricultural products, e.g., rice.
Living close to “where the action is” (Schatzki, 2011) al-
lowed for a more practice-oriented mode of fieldwork: I
joined farmers in the fields throughout all stages of rice farm-
ing and participated in training and meetings of and among
farmers, processors and zone managers. I could also follow
the progress of construction and maintenance work and talk
to researchers and actual and potential donors that visited the
zone. While I also conducted 11 expert interviews and 35
semi-structured interviews with rice farmers specifically on
their support networks and selling strategies, most of the data
I gathered in Bagré took the form of field notes that included
daily observations and conversations on the rice fields; at the
kiosk; or in the streets between the market, the bank or the
offices of Bagrépôle and the Maison de l’Entreprise – the
two project-implementing agencies of the Bagré Growth Pole
Project. Moreover, I joined a couple of encounters between
farmers, processors and project managers, such as a series of
consultant-led meetings to reform the rice processor cooper-
ative and meetings with the farmer union to discuss poten-
tial projects, the World Bank and other donors’ field visits.
Instead of focusing on one particular group of actors, this
mobile mode of fieldwork allowed me to tackle the manifold
relations that are constantly made and unmade by the Bagré
Growth Pole Project and to grasp the sometimes contradic-
tory positions within specific groups of actors vis-à-vis other
groups.

When possible, formal interviews were digitally recorded;
more informal conversations were roughly minuted and later
written down in field notes. Both interviews and field notes
were coded in MAXQDA according to recurring themes in
the field as well as academic discussions. Whereas most in-
terviews on the managing side were conducted in French
(and translated to English) by the author, many conversations
in Bagré were held in Mooré or Bissa with the help of a re-
search assistant, who also translated them into French. Work-
ing with an assistant was particularly instructive, because the
joint translation work repeatedly led to long conversations
about the broader context, history and situatedness of what
was said and done (Gupta, 2014; Middleton and Cons, 2014).

Finally, the analysis of interviews and first-hand observa-
tions was supplemented by texts and documents that circu-
lated in the field, such as laws and regulations, studies and
reports on the project status, and figures and numbers from
the project managers. Most of these documents were not pub-
licly accessible but provided by the project-implementing
agencies that I visited and talked to regularly during my field
stays.

3 Discussing the future in anthropology and
geography

While the future has long been an implicit concern for both
human geographers and anthropologists, it has rarely been
made an explicit empirical or analytical focus (Appadurai,
2013; Anderson, 2010). However, recently, in the light of
economic, financial and ecological crises and increasingly
precarious living conditions, the uncertainty of the future it-
self and the uneven distribution of capacities to aspire (Ap-
padurai, 2004) have led geographers and anthropologists to
address the future of particular human–environment rela-
tions more thoroughly. Moreover, both disciplines share the
“struggle” of finding their roles in a world that seems to be
entirely mapped.1 One way to read this renewed interest is
to highlight the disciplines’ common interest in the future as
a response to the “belatedness” of fieldwork (Marcus, 2016:
144) and the “desire to be relevant” (Marcus, 2016: 149).
Writing anthropologies and geographies of the future can
thus be regarded as an attempt to rethink “the future of geog-
raphy” (Thrift, 2002) and anthropology themselves, that is to
claim their relevance for actively shaping the future in and of
the fields of research.

Discussions on the future within anthropology and geog-
raphy alike bring together insights from a range of subfields,
such as studies of development and planning practice as well
as a growing body of research on infrastructure and megapro-
jects. These works cultivate sensibilities, which help us to
empirically and analytically grasp an understanding of the fu-
ture that is “inaccessible to factual empirical study” (Adam,
2008: 5).

Development, as has been noted by geographers and an-
thropologists alike, “is by design a temporal and forward-
looking project” (Wiegink, 2018: 245). While development
workers and institutions tend to focus on the delivery of
positive change (improvement) and transformation (radical
shift of the current state), empirical studies have pointed to
the (dis)continuities of development as a long-term process
(Lewis, 2009). By looking at the broken promises of devel-
opment in terms of both livelihoods (Ferguson, 1999) and
landscapes (Stoler, 2013), works from development geogra-
phy and anthropology contribute to studies of the future by
pointing to the contested nature of future visions. The future
in many cases is not designed by those who are supposed to
inhabit it and asked or forced to break with their pasts. In

1To what extent the interest in a fuzzy concept such as the future
points towards a lack of general theoretical or political orientation
in the social sciences would be an interesting question to explore.
Attempts to reformulate anthropology’s agenda such as the work
of Paul Rabinow et al. (2008), Designs for an Anthropology of the
Contemporary, or reflections on the current state of geography as
brought forth in a debate by Carolin Schurr and Peter Weichhart at
the German Congress for Geography in Kiel in 2019 point in that
direction. I thank one of the anonymous reviewers of this paper for
pointing this out.
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contrary to the notion of development, which is associated
with linearity and western notions of modernization, placing
these works within the broader realm of the future opens up
spaces for different visions of and paths for what that future
might look like in concrete terms.

Similarly, studies on urban design and planning direct our
attention to the material forms and their dis- or enabling po-
tential for future possibilities. To plan means to imagine the
future and to control the passage towards this future (Abram
and Weszkalnys, 2013; Elliott, 2016). The notorious argu-
ment between Robert Moses and Jane Jacobs as to whether
existing structures within cities have to be destroyed to real-
ize truly innovative urban forms or whether city planning has
to preserve and incorporate existing urban features (Sennett,
2018) is a prominent example of this.

Closely connected to questions of both power and mate-
riality, infrastructure, as a field of study (Hull, 2012; Mee-
han, 2014; von Schnitzler, 2016; Barnes, 2017; Ballestero,
2019), as well as a conceptual lens (Star, 1999; Niewöh-
ner, 2015; Howe et al., 2015), has been connected to discus-
sions about the future. Infrastructure comprises “force-full”
objects (Meehan, 2014), simultaneously “promising forms”
(Larkin, 2013, 2018) through which the future becomes leg-
ible (Trovalla and Trovalla, 2015) and tangible (Hauer et
al., 2018) and often being “unbuilt and unfinished” (Carse
and Kneas, 2019) representatives “of an unrealized future”
(Yarrow, 2017).

To summarize, current works under the header of anthro-
pology and geography of the future are by no means new,
nor do they constitute a coherent emerging field of research
or theorization. Rather they bring together a range of more
classical subfields in which the centrality of future orienta-
tions come together empirically and analytically.

Strikingly, ideas of development and how it can be planned
and infrastructured converge in megaprojects such as growth
poles and development corridors. These large infrastruc-
tures have recently become prominent research fields for
human geographers and anthropologists (e.g., Mosley and
Watson, 2016; Enns, 2018, 2019; Dannenberg et al., 2018;
Stein and Kalina, 2019; Hauer and Nielsen, 2020; Chome
et al., 2020). Conceptually grounded in post-World War II
(re)industrialization of the 1950s (Wang and Li, 2017),
growth poles and development corridors have re-emerged
as spatial development strategies (Schindler et al., 2019: 1).
In the aftermath of the global food, fuel and finance crisis
in 2007–2008, they promise to “rais[e] competitiveness and
deepen regional integration” (Speakman and Koivisto, 2013)
across Africa and the Global South more broadly. Growth
poles and corridors alike share an emphasis on infrastructure
development, the promotion of public–private partnerships
and their concentration within specific geographical bound-
aries (Speakman and Koivisto, 2013; Picard et al., 2017).
Taken together, these components are supposed to unleash
the transformational potential that animates much of the cur-

rent discourse on African futures (e.g., Goldstone and Obar-
rio, 2016a).

The study of these megaprojects features prominently
among current discussions about the future. Empiri-
cal inquiries of what happens when these “development
blueprints” (Mosley and Watson, 2016: 453; Müller-Mahn,
2019: 1) “hit the ground” (Chome et al., 2020) provide in-
sights into how specific ideas of the future are enacted in the
here and now. While all of these works are placed within and
contextualized by the broader future orientation that drives
these projects, they analytically focus on questions as diverse
as the role of these projects for state- and nation-building
(Mosley and Watson, 2016), the role of divergent expertise
in contesting land deals related to such projects (Enns, 2019),
and the political economy of development corridors (Chome
et al., 2020), as well as spatial and social (dis)integration
(Dannenberg et al., 2018). Pointing to the contested and para-
doxical nature of these projects and the “contrast between
imaginary and situated reality” (Stein and Kalina, 2019: 83),
such research has recently triggered more systematic reflec-
tions on the future itself as both an analytical vantage point
for scholarly inquiry (Ouma et al., 2019; see also Goldstone
and Obarrio, 2016b; Bryant and Knight, 2019) and a hori-
zon our research actively intervenes with (Appadurai, 2013:
285–300).

This paper aims to contribute to these writings by depart-
ing from the future as an empirical concern repeatedly raised
and addressed by the people working for and being affected
by the Bagré Growth Pole Project. It does so by carving out
two instantiations of how the future is made – verbally and
materially – and analyzing the effects of these specific modes
of future-making.

4 African agrarian futures – new lands for new
crops and opportunities for investment in Bagré

Burkina Faso is situated in the center of West Africa. As a
landlocked country with no significant natural resource de-
posits, the former French colony Upper Volta was mainly
conceived of as a labor reserve for the more viable south-
ern colonies (Harsch, 2017). After its independence in 1960
the country struggled to find its place in the world economy.
Except for the export of cotton and more recently gold (OEC
20182), Burkina Faso’s overly rural population mainly de-
pends on subsistence agriculture for making a living. Around
80 % of the population generate their primary income from
agriculture, which accounts for roughly one-third of the na-
tional gross domestic product (FAO, 2014). Due to rapid pop-
ulation growth, the demand for staple foods is constantly in-
creasing. However, as a result of massive urbanization (Prat,
1996; Hilgers, 2008) and related changing diets, the demand
for staple foods is shifting from traditional crops such as mil-

2https://oec.world/en/profile/country/bfa, last access:
30 November 2020.
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let and sorghum to, most prominently, rice. Rice is currently
the fourth most important staple crop in the country, after
sorghum, millet and maize (GRiSP, 2013: 205), but its con-
sumption is rapidly outgrowing other staples.

Rice started to enter the country’s foodscape (MacK-
endrick, 2014) through international food aid supplies and
has since spread rapidly due to increasing imports from the
1980s onwards (Bonnecase, 2016: 15). To counterbalance
an increase in imports, national rice production was started,
supported and continuously expanded by government invest-
ments and foreign financial and technical aid. Constantly
challenged by unstable and unfavorable climate conditions
of the semi-arid climate including very variable rainfall dur-
ing the rainy season from June to October (Faure, 1996: 11),
irrigation was and still is generally considered the only so-
lution to building resilient and productive rice production in
Burkina Faso (Dialla, 2002: 63; see also Ouedraogo and Se-
dogo, 2014; Venot et al., 2017). However, the use of surface
water from the rivers for irrigation was severely hindered by
the high prevalence of onchocerciasis, river blindness dis-
ease, which was widely spread across the river valleys in
West Africa until international aid organizations launched
the Onchocerciasis Control Programme (OCP) in 1974 and
successfully eradicated the disease (Yaméogo, 2006: 62–63).
The river valleys, such as the Bagré region in the southeast of
Burkina Faso, thereby gained political attention as they now
provided fertile soils and water resources (Yaméogo, 2015).
The government created an authority for the development of
the Volta valleys (AVV – Autorité des aménagements des val-
lées des Volta) and placed it in charge of the valorization of
the natural resources of the Volta valleys, including the area
that would later become the venue of the Bagré Growth Pole
Project.

After conducting several technical, economic and finan-
cial feasibility studies in the 1970s, the interventions in the
Bagré area started in 1980 with more detailed execution stud-
ies (Bagrépôle, no date available). Moreover, from 1980–
1983 a pilot project called Petit Bagré was financed and im-
plemented by the Taiwanese development agency, in which
80 ha of irrigable parcels was developed for rice production
(Faure, 1996: 265). The first rice farmers to cultivate that land
were mainly recruited from among the autochthon Bissa pop-
ulation from the surrounding villages (Yaméogo, 2006: 85).
In addition to an average of 0.8 ha of irrigable rice parcels,
these farmers were assigned around 3 ha of garden and bush-
land for vegetable and maize cultivation (Yaméogo, 2006:
85).

The opening up of the river valleys for agricultural produc-
tion was pushed further by the coming to power of Thomas
Sankara in 1983. His 1984 national land reform “Réforme
agraire et foncière” (RAF) nationalized all land and natural
resources and officially abolished traditional authority over
land (Faure, 1996). Migrants were encouraged to settle along
the river valleys as they officially no longer relied on autho-
rization by the local Bissa population, who are the custom-

ary landowners and traditional administrators of land across
the area. This resulted in contestation and the de facto co-
existence of different and even hybrid tenure systems (De
Zeeuw, 1997; Dialla, 2002; Yaméogo, 2006; Mathieu et al.,
2003). Revisions of the RAF in 1991 and 1996 gradually
reintroduced private property and granted a legal status to
territorial collectives, considering traditional modes of land
management that in effect never ceased to exist. However,
state authority still has to grant ultimate land rights by certi-
fication. Also, private or collective rights can be withdrawn
for public interest. This happened in Bagré in 1998 when the
area around the Bagré dam was declared a “Zone d’Utilité
Publique” (ZUP), which enabled the government to with-
draw the land from the local population without further ne-
gotiation or compensation (World Bank, 2010a).

Following the Petit Bagré project, the Bagré dam was con-
structed and finally inaugurated in 1995. Two main canals
and a system of secondary and tertiary canals irrigate the
river valley on the left and right bank of the Nakanbé. Be-
tween 1995 and 2009 a total of 3380 ha of irrigable farmland
was created in several project phases and was funded from
different sources such as the European Union and the Interna-
tional Cooperation and Development Fund of Taiwan among
others (Bazin, 2017; Korbéogo, 2020: 76). The local Bissa
population showed little interest in rice farming; thus, Mossi
migrants from other regions of the country were recruited to
the Bagré region to become rice farmers.

However, the allocation of the expensively converted rice
plains was soon deemed too costly and therefore inefficient
by the funding and managing bodies. Whereas the first irri-
gated schemes – 1200 ha on the right bank and 600 ha on the
left bank – were exclusively allocated to smallholders, who
received around 1 ha each, the first extension of 1500 ha was
originally destined to agro-investors, who would receive big-
ger plots and in turn contribute to the construction and main-
tenance of the irrigation infrastructure to reduce construction
costs (World Bank, 2011). However, emerging land conflicts
and protests led the parastatal MOB (Maîtrise d’Ouvrage de
Bagré) that was in charge of the land management to change
this plan and to yield to the pressure of the growing local pop-
ulation. Ultimately, 1200 of 1500 ha was attributed to small-
holders and only 300 ha to agro-investors (Kaboré and Sé-
dogo, 2014; Bazin, 2017).

To pursue the construction of the irrigation system and
hit the initial target of 30 000 ha of irrigable land figured in
the early feasibility studies, the World Bank-funded Bagré
Growth Pole Project was launched in 2011. Its scope was
much broader than that of the previous projects that mainly
pushed smallholder rice production. The previous experi-
ences with uprisings against the allocation of land to large-
scale investors were taken up and a twofold approach pursued
from the beginning. Whereas gravity-based irrigation was in-
stalled to be allocated to smallholders only, higher lands that
could only be irrigated by pumping were reserved for agro-
investors. The latter would supposedly be able to contribute
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to infrastructure development such as extending the canal
systems or installing pumps to get water from the primary
canal to the fields. The newly constructed fields were also no
longer destined for rice production only; rather farmers were
encouraged to diversify their cropping cycles (interview with
Bagrépôle, 4 July 2018). Of the current extension of 4394 ha,
2072 ha is dedicated to smallholders while 2322 ha is allo-
cated to commercial agro-investors.

Along with the extension of the canal system and irriga-
tion scheme, new institutions and service providers such as
gas stations, hotels and banks have opened in Bagré. Fur-
thermore, Bagrépôle (the successor of the MOB) and the
Maison de l’Entreprise du Burkina Faso (MEBF), the two
main implementing institutions of the Bagré Growth Pole
Project, hold satellite offices in Bagré. Bagrépôle acts as the
zone authority and leads the construction of the irrigation
scheme; infrastructure development; and management of the
agricultural activities in the zone, including land and water
management and crop calendar coordination. The Maison de
l’Entreprise in turn aims at strengthening the private sector’s
engagement in order to promote economic development. The
wider project area, 500 000 ha of land, has the special status
called a Zone d’Utilité Publique (ZUP) that allows for state
interventions with few restrictions (a point that I will take up
in the following section).

Over time, Bagré has become a flagship initiative of the
national government that attracts a broad range of inter-
and transnational donors and partners and receives consider-
able public attention. According to the authorities the Bagré
Growth Pole is a vanguard for further growth pole projects
across the country (Coulibaly, 2019). When the managing di-
rector of Bagrépôle gave an interview to a journalist in 2019,
the latter recalled the visionary beginnings of the project ask-
ing “wasn’t the dream too big?” (Bassole, 2019, all transla-
tions by Janine Hauer). In his response, the managing direc-
tor oscillates between what is and what will be: “We obvi-
ously experience a time lag, which might prompt public con-
cerns. . . . But the dream is still alive and realizable” (Bassole,
10 December 2019). It is in this interstice between the cur-
rent state as it is practiced and experienced on an everyday
basis and a future state as it is envisioned that the follow-
ing analysis is placed. Tracing the practices and infrastruc-
tures that emerge in between the everyday life in Bagré and
its orientation towards the future state of the Growth Pole, I
subsequently account for future-making in Bagré.

5 Modes of future-making in practice in Bagré

5.1 Prioritizing the future, dismissing the past

In 2010 the government of Burkina Faso, most notably
agents from the Ministry of Finance and Budget, prepared
a 12-page-long concept document for the World Bank pro-
viding the rationales for the bank’s involvement in a project
titled the Bagré Growth Pole Project, including its objectives,

description and project components (World Bank, 2010a).
Following this initiative, the World Bank put financial sup-
port at the government’s disposal in a full project proposal
(World Bank, 2010b). The final proposal, which details the
plans to establish the country’s first growth pole in the
Bagré area, was submitted and positively evaluated in May
2011 (World Bank, 2011). According to this document, the
project’s overall objective “is to contribute to increased eco-
nomic activity in the Project Area, resulting in an increase
in private investment, employment generation and agricul-
tural production” (World Bank, 2011: ii). To achieve this goal
three major project components are listed:

1. the improvement of institutional capacity for better zone
management and investment climate in the Project Area
by strengthening the project managing institution, the
MOB (Maîtrise d’Ouvrage de Bagré), which became
Bagrépôle in 2012;

2. the development of critical infrastructure, most notably
the extension of irrigation infrastructure for agricultural
development; and

3. the development of critical services and direct sup-
port to smallholders and Small and Medium Enterprises
by providing technical support and capacity building
(World Bank, 2011: iii).

As an overall picture the 156 pages of the final project
proposal sketch the government’s vision for one of the back-
bones of the country’s economy, namely agriculture: “core
public and private irrigation-based investments that would be
promoted by the Project”, a diversified agriculture including
a focus on inputs and processing and gaining access to mar-
kets, as well as a “sustainable development of all resources
. . . are expected to yield significant changes for the popula-
tion” (World Bank, 2011: 105). Thereby, it reflects and con-
denses a range of existing strategies for the country’s agri-
cultural sector (Burkina Faso, 2011) including the National
Strategy for the Development of the Rice Sector (MAAH,
2011) among others.

In addition to the future outlook, the document also reveals
a specific view of the relationship between the future and the
past:

“Burkina is at a crossroads. The country can
choose to tackle the distortions that have reduced
incentives for investment and productive activity,
create the necessary conditions for a shift from
low-input/low output subsistence farming to diver-
sified and high income-enhancing agriculture, and
move toward sustainable and diversified growth.
The country could build on islands of success and
promising cluster initiatives and enclaves that can
then pull along the rest of the economy (success-
fully achieved in China and India, Malaysia and
being tested in Zambia, Mozambique etc.) or it can
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ignore the reform imperatives and pay the price of
having a highly distorted, rentier economy based
on cotton.” (World Bank, 2011: 33)

In this text passage the pathway to the future is framed as
being dependent first and foremost on active choice. More-
over, the future appears as something new and better that
breaks from the past. The idea of consciously breaking with
the past in order to participate in a future that is shared with
others, e.g., “China and India”, orients many quotidian sit-
uations in Bagré and is not only promoted by project man-
agers but was – to my surprise – adopted by local farmers
and project-affected people, as I will show in the following.
The role of the project in this respect is the provision of the
tools that are needed to successfully enter the future, but they
have to be employed and distributed in the right way.

In the conversations I had with representatives and em-
ployees of Bagrépôle and external consultants who supported
the implementation of the various project components, the
need to actively dismiss the past in favor of the future was
a constant topic, as the following statement by a consultant
highlights:

“I know many projects across Burkina, and here
in Bagré they really have everything. And I talk to
a lot of people here, and I can tell you that they
don’t want to change. They keep calling upon the
authorities to do something for them, but they don’t
do their part. They remain in the old spirit, sub-
sistence and each for himself, instead of organiz-
ing in collectives and understanding themselves as
entrepreneurs. We need a shift here, otherwise we
will stay behind. Bagré has it all, it’s the best con-
ditions and a lot of favorable support. But it has
to come from them; the past must be left behind.”
(Field note, 18 August 2017)

The World Bank’s call upon the government of Burkina
Faso to actively commit to the future was translated into a
call upon Bagré’s farmers. As exemplified in the above quote,
the zone authorities would often frame their work as provid-
ing the conditions for the possibility of the future to hap-
pen. What hindered the full realization of the future potential
was the hesitation of the farmers to break with the past to
fully embrace the project’s vision. The farmers in turn ad-
dressed both the problematic ruptures between the past and
the present project and the necessity to break with the past in
order to realize the promises of the growth pole project.

In a round of talks between farmers and agents of the
regional administration, together with zone managers and
donor representatives, on the possibility of additional donor-
funded programs at the level of the Ministry of Agriculture, a
conversation arose on the problems the farmers were facing.
Whereas the managing side pushed the conversation towards
their plans for a digital tool to ensure information flows, the
farmers steered the conversation towards the region’s set-

tlement history. Indeed, it was a common narrative among
Bagré’s farmers:

“When I came here, I received 1 ha [irrigable rice
field] and some higher land [terres hautes] around
the village [champs de case] for planting maize
and some vegetables. The autochthones didn’t cul-
tivate that land before, I think. Or they were sent
away; I don’t know. But the MOB at the time
took it and gave it to me. When Bagrépôle came
and started the new constructions [under the World
Bank-financed project] the people they displaced
received money for their losses and were also guar-
anteed a plot on the new site. At this point, the au-
tochthones rose up. They complained because they
had never received any compensation. They came
and claimed back their terres hautes. So today, I
am left with the rice parcel and no garden to culti-
vate for myself. And what will I give to my sons? I
cannot fight with the autochthones; it’s their land.”
(Interview, 9 October 2017)

Back in the meeting room packed with farmers and repre-
sentatives of different institutions the same point was made
– today’s major problems are rooted in the past. However,
the farmer was hardly allowed to raise his concern, rather the
strand of discussion was interrupted as soon as he had ended:
“We should not look backwards. The history here is of no
concern, we are here to talk about present needs and future
possibilities” (FN, 12 September 2017). Nobody opposed the
agent’s interruption or insisted on keeping the conversation
going. The remainder of the meeting centered around the
farmers’ wishes for cheaper seeds and fertilizer and easier
access to farming equipment.

After the meeting, I joined the farmers who did not leave
immediately but gathered outside of the building to exchange
thoughts about the meeting and the state of their fields and
news from the zone management. Puzzled about how the
conflict situation was dealt with, I asked them what they
thought about the incidence. After a moment of silence one
of the farmers started: “It’s complicated. There are more and
more people and less and less land. There is not enough
for everyone and this causes problems. But there is no re-
turn” (FN, 12 September 2017). The other farmers nodded in
agreement. “So”, I asked, “how can the problem be solved?”
Another man answered: “Never mind. Ask Bagrépôle; they
need to find a solution. We are not the ones deciding these
things” (FN, 12 September 2017).

The agents’ handling of the mentioning of land conflicts –
framing them as a past issue that would only hinder the ar-
rival of the future and therefore must be dismissed – demon-
strates that the complexity of and ambitions for the future
require a cutting of the past, which is expected to happen on
an institutional as well as an individual level. Interestingly,
the farmers themselves, after meeting, joined the agent’s po-
sition. The past seemed an issue too complicated to address,
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for which, if anyone, the authorities must find a solution. The
turn of the conversation came as a surprise to me. And it was
only the first of several incidences that revealed the ambigu-
ous position of many farmers towards a past–present–future
cut enforced by the project. While many farmers explained
current problems and conflicts in terms of diverging tempo-
ral scales and goals between successive projects, e.g., shift-
ing compensation schemes and project-transcending tempo-
ralities such as customary land tenure, they did not reject the
prioritization of the future but used it to settle upcoming para-
doxes as the above conversation shows. Return was not an
option. Eventually the authorities would be able to find a so-
lution, but otherwise they would leave it at that.

On another occasion, I addressed the problems that arose
from the discontinuity of successive projects that operated in
Bagré, in particular the conflicts regarding land tenure and
questions of compensation in a conversation with a World
Bank representative. Following my reasoning he nodded and
resignedly shrugging his shoulders:

“We know that this happens and it causes prob-
lems. But you see, it wasn’t a World Bank Project
at the time and they didn’t have rules for compen-
sation. It’s complicated. But things are moving for-
ward, and this is what we have to focus on. Look-
ing back, you start getting things wrong and ac-
cusing the project of taking land away. There is a
whole bunch saying, we didn’t get the land that
we were promised. But that’s automatically the
former project, because no World Bank-converted
land has been attributed yet. So, we say, leave the
past aside and let’s move on; otherwise the bank
might say we are just shutting that thing down.”
(Interview, 20 October 2017)

As this passage demonstrates the successful realization of
the promise of the future that the project entails relies on a
fresh start. The project simply cannot – within its framework
and with its resources – dissolve past configurations and con-
flicts. Therefore, it becomes imperative to leave the past be-
hind.

The possibility of operating in an “emptied space” freed
from the limiting structures of the past was regarded as a
precondition for the project from its beginning as is reflected
in the initial concept paper of the Bagré Growth Pole Project:

“The area directly concerned with potentially ir-
rigable land below the dam, called the ‘zone de
concentration-ZC’, covers about 50 000 ha and has
been declared ‘zone d’utilite publique’. Within
the ZC, customary land rights have been formally
cleared and the land can thus be allocated by the
State to any investors without further negotiations
with/compensation to local populations (the area
was previously an Onchocercose [sic] area and was
very sparsely populated).” (World Bank, 2010a: 3)

The paragraph has been replaced in the final version by
a more detailed examination of the complex land rights and
titling issues, both legally and practically. However, the para-
graph is instructive as it lays bare the dominant logic on
which future-making in Bagré operates. It is regarded as an
advantage that there is only little past (or pasts) to attend to,
and that could stand in the way of the future. The flatter the
past, the easier the future will cover it. Flattening the past, by
dismissing it, thus becomes a crucial everyday strategy for
future-making in Bagré.

During my fieldwork, I never observed any general open
contestation to the growth pole as such. The vision of the re-
gion as a growth pole and the need to prioritize the future
over the contested past seemed to be largely shared by man-
agers and farmers alike. However, a more detailed look at the
ideas for the concrete pathways that would lead to that fu-
ture opened up spaces for slightly altered versions of the fu-
ture growth pole. Whereas the need to bring in agro-investors
that would farm larger plots and bring the financial means to
significantly contribute to infrastructure development, such
as the extension of the irrigation system, was emphatically
pointed to by the managers, the farmers emphasized their
own contribution to the current success of the project and
insisted that the project should privilege them in the future
and allocate more land to them and their growing families.
Indeed, all actors shared the view of the land conversion
and the related displacement and reordering of land tenure
schemes as necessary pathways to the future. However, the
question of who was to profit from this future was an open
one. When the plots of the first extension were allocated in
2009, the farmers protested against the initial plan to give
the land to agro-investors. Their intervention led the zone
managers to allocate the land to the growing farmer families
(Kaboré and Sédogo, 2014; Bazin, 2017). Irrigated, market-
oriented agriculture might be the future, but it was the farm-
ers that claimed their part of that particular vision, which the
authorities had assigned to commercial investors. Still, the
imperative to focus on the future at the expense of the past
“works” and shapes the course of conversations and poten-
tially actions, as two final quotes reveal:

“We envision a mix of farmers and agro-investors.
But for the irrigation scheme to work, we need
rules regarding the use of the land, the timing and
also the organization. We put everything that is
needed at the farmer’s disposal, but if they don’t
follow the rules, then we have to enforce them and
give the land to others. You know, we receive a lot
of demands and no one has to cultivate rice. If they
don’t want to bring this forward, they can leave and
settle somewhere else.” (Interview with Bagrépôle
manager, 24 July 2018)

“It will also be good for us when there are big-
ger farms around. There will then be roads and
electricity and also employment opportunities for
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the youth.” (Conversation with a farmer, field note,
30 July 2018)

While the first quote shows that the future the growth pole
exhibits is framed as depending on the active choice of the
farmers, the second reveals that the farmers – despite their
critique in not gaining enough in terms of land and institu-
tional support – still recognize the possibilities of the envi-
sioned arrival of larger investors. Whereas on the manage-
ment side the project leaves no space for negotiating the
future it represents and the means to realize it – “If they
don’t want to bring this forward, they can leave and settle
somewhere else” – the farmers attempt to carefully open up
slightly altered versions of it without rejecting its overall ori-
entation. The last quote by the farmer is also a reference to
the infrastructural dimension of future-making in Bagré. In
the second part of this analysis I will therefore look more
deeply into the materializations of future possibilities as they
occur in Bagré.

5.2 Infrastructuring the future, channeling possibilities

Infrastructure is central to the Bagré Growth Pole Project,
and it is by far its most expensive component (World Bank,
2011). Infrastructure construction has also been crucial to
prior projects in Bagré. In fact, the construction of the dam
and the irrigation scheme can be understood as anchors that
hold successive projects together and assure a minimum of
continuity between them. Infrastructuring, as has been noted,
entails “promises about the future” (Appel et al., 2018: 27),
but it is also paradoxical (Howe et al., 2015) in that it “si-
multaneously index[es] the achievements and limits, expec-
tations and failures, of modernity” (Appel et al., 2018: 27).

Satellite images of Bagré, in particular during the dry
seasons, spectacularly depict the promise of infrastructure:
green fields in the middle of barren landscapes, “vibrant agri-
cultural activities at times when there was nothing but wait-
ing for the rain before” (FN, 4 October 2017) as an agricul-
tural agent put it. The massive landscape transformation has
forced people to leave their lands and enabled others to settle,
and it has brought new crops, rice most strikingly, to Bagré.
But it has also significantly changed the affordances of that
place. The fields that were created for the cultivation of rice
can hardly be used for other crops as a farmer explained to
me:

“When I open the water intake, the field is really
flooded. Rice needs this, but other crops would just
die. Also, Bagré is a rice region; everything here
is adapted to it. We don’t have the facilities to do
something else.” (Interview, 21 June 2018)

A particular infrastructure may enable a particular land
use while disabling another. Infrastructures re-form the world
and put new figurations of human–environment relations in
place (Appel et al., 2018: 26). In Bagré however, they also

bind a significant share of resources and will continue to do
so. Infrastructures such as the dam, the canal network or the
office buildings will require costly maintenance long after the
Bagré Growth Pole Project ends if the investments are to be
secured and maintained. Hence, once investments are made
and infrastructures are installed, their form and function are
unlikely to be completely reversed. Large-scale infrastruc-
tures such as Bagré’s irrigation system endure and therefore
shape how the future can be built; they literally shape the
ground and lay the seeds for the future yet to come. In recent
years, questions of path dependency have been addressed by
the project through emphasizing the need for a diversified
agriculture rather than banking on rice only. Still, the pos-
sibilities for land use are massively preconfigured by infras-
tructural means that for example privilege irrigated agricul-
ture over livestock herding.3

Futures are not only built on infrastructures but also built
into infrastructures. Right in the beginning of my fieldwork,
I was invited to take one of the empty offices at the Maison
de l’Entreprise in Bagré during my stays there. After my first
day there, I wrote:

“The satellite office of the MEBF in Bagré is
an impressive two-story building situated promi-
nently along the unpaved main road that connects
the artery road (20 km) Ouagadougou-Tenkodogo
and southwards to Ghana, Togo and Benin with
Bagré village and the irrigated rice plains of the
Volta valley, downstream the Bagré dam.

The building seems quite new, I think it was built
in 2012, the colors still shine and the yard is yet
to be finished. It is a huge construction compared
to the simple rectangular profiles of the single
level surrounding buildings. Along the hallways
it disposes of at least a dozen air-conditioned of-
fices and a similar number of meeting and train-
ing rooms, kitchen space, sanitary installations and
storage spaces. To my surprise, they were only a
team of five people working here. Asking what all
the space was planned for, I was told that the en-
terprises that would be founded and installed in
Bagré would need office space and that the emer-
gent business opportunities would attract consul-
tants and associations.” (FN, 19 June 2017)

When I returned to Bagré 1 year later, the offices were
still empty. But besides the construction works going on in
the yard, it became clear that some maintenance work had to
be carried out inside as well. The rainy season had damaged
the roof, and water had entered some of the rooms, including

3The herders mainly belonged to the ethnic group of the Fulbe.
Since my fieldwork mainly focused on the rice sector, I did not
follow the question of occasional conflicts between farmers and
herders (see Korbéogo, 2020: 83–84).
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the archive where many reports and project proposals were
stored.

Interestingly, around the same time, I attended a meet-
ing of the to-be-established rice processor cooperative. The
meeting was structured around a 5-year plan that was
meant to define clear steps and assign responsibilities to the
members-to-be. One of the processors raised the problem
that “a cooperative, in order to work properly, would need a
space where its members could have regular meetings, store
documents, etc.” (FN, 18 August 2017). Taking up his point
we spent an hour to discuss potential locations, costs and re-
sources, and income generated from renting the place out.
Paying attention to infrastructuring reveals the specific fu-
tures that are anticipated and strived for. Rather than simply
fulfilling present needs, infrastructure attends to visions of
the future. They open discursive and material “as-if” spaces
(Appel, 2017), but they seldom efficiently function as drivers.
Offices for potential investors did not lead investors to come,
and yet, they made Bagré ready for investors. While waiting
for their arrival, the irrigation system as well as the building
of the Maison de l’Entreprise in Bagré enduringly binds re-
sources and literally channels future possibilities. Not only
did the infrastructure component of the Bagré Growth Pole
Project constitute the costliest project component, it also be-
came the main argument for further interventions as was ex-
plained to me during an interview with a World Bank repre-
sentative:

“The World Bank funds the expansion of the ir-
rigation system, as well as electricity and roads
in the zone. Now, the construction of the chan-
nel system has become much more expensive than
the initial calculations suggested. Currently, there
isn’t enough money for the road and the electricity,
but additional financing to finish the project is in
preparation. We have to get this done for the whole
project to work.” (Interview, 20 October 2017)

Because considerable investments had been made already,
their potential had to be fully exhausted. Likewise, the of-
fice building hosting the Maison de l’Entreprise had to re-
ceive renovation and invest a considerable part of its budget
into maintenance to secure and justify the past investments.
“Maintenance work will soon start. We have to do this. Oth-
erwise the place cannot attract potential investors and ten-
ants” (FN, 3 June 2018).

Following on from this double-sided reference to infras-
tructure as both a means and an ends of future-making,
the cooperative’s concerns for an office building appear in
a different light altogether. Whereas the functional need
could have been fulfilled by renting rooms in the Maison
de l’Entreprise, a new infrastructure promised further invest-
ments and possibilities in the future.

6 Concluding remarks

Attending to the logic and practices of development, plan-
ning and infrastructure, two modes of future-making in
Bagré came to the fore. Within the Bagré Growth Pole
Project practices were constantly oriented to a future, which
had a priori been defined; and it did so by dismissing the
past. The aim of the analysis is not primarily to criticize
the future vision of the growth pole projects as such. Rather
I point to the consequences of the prevailing prioritization
of the future, that is the silencing of potential contestations
and conflicts that could potentially lead to a renegotiation of
the overall future vision. Although farmers and project man-
agers alike (though to a different extent) recall experiences
with former projects to explain current struggles as condi-
tions and possibilities for future actions, they put consider-
able work into flattening the past to get it out of the way of
the future. This “cutting” prevents people from using their
past experiences as a resource in meaningful ways. Through-
out the encounters I observed, attempts to bring in the past
as an explanation for current problems or as an example for
how things could be organized differently – as in previous
projects – were consequently silenced with the hint that the
past could not contribute to the future but was rather standing
in its way. Yet, the occasional appearance of the past, e.g., in
the explanation of lingering land conflicts, renders the efforts
it takes to flatten and dismiss the past in the everyday life
of Bagré visible. The constant reorientation of people’s prac-
tices towards the future prevents reflections within the project
on the results of past constellations that could be examined,
analyzed and included to overcome the gap between envi-
sioned future-making and reality as lived (Stein and Kalina,
2019: 83).

Infrastructure in turn extends ideas about the future
through space and across time. Infrastructure plays a signif-
icant role in securing the future as it is envisioned by farm-
ers and project managers. Through infrastructure the future
takes shape and becomes tangible – it materializes. At the
same time, it limits the future by channeling attention and
concentrating resources. Infrastructure in this regard appears
to be both a means and an ends of a politics of the future.
In the course of infrastructure construction, the future is con-
cretized bit by bit. Existing infrastructure projects are likely
to receive further attention and funding, and often different
infrastructures are built successively as they rely on one an-
other to deliver a specific promised future.

A fine-grained analysis based on detailed empirical ob-
servations such as the one presented in this paper fosters
an understanding of how a specific future is (un)made in
practice, but it also provides a lens which may inform dis-
cussions about alternative and eventually more just futures
more generally. It thereby contributes to the shared concern
in much of current writings in anthropology and human ge-
ography on the future, namely to claim an active role in
shaping the future in and of the fields of research. Bring-
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ing up sketches of slightly altered versions of the future that
emerged from the concerns of my interlocutors, rather than
openly criticizing the injustices of the project, enabled a con-
tinuous dialogue with different actor groups. Hence, attend-
ing to the future might lead to a more “generative critique”
(Verran, 2001), thereby carefully and “gradually . . . pushing
forward the boundaries of political practice[s]” (Thrift, 2002)
we study. It is therefore a crucial task for further research on
the future to come up with research formats for the future,
that is to help establish spaces where different future visions
can be raised, debated and upheld rather than being closed
down or prioritized all too easily.
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